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The definition of postsecondary readiness is evolving from discrete tracks emphasizing 
preparation for college or career to one that emphasizes college and career. Ideally, such a 
definition would provide all students access to the curriculum and instruction that weaves 
together career skills and knowledge with the traditional academic curriculum. Researchers have 
previously explored what college and career readiness (CCR) entails and how school leaders can 
work to ensure student attainment. However, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) and how 
Illinois chose to implement the law will require school leaders to interpret and act upon their role 
in new ways. High school principals, as the instructional leaders of schools, are uniquely 
positioned to have an impact on student CCR outcomes. The purpose of this study was to 
examine Illinois principals’ perceptions of CCR under the accountability guidelines of the 
Illinois ESSA plan and how principals exercise leadership for CCR.  
This phenomenological study sought to advance the understanding of researchers and 
practitioners on principal leadership for CCR by addressing three questions through semi-
structured interviews: 1) How do principals in high school districts make sense of the definition 
of CCR present in the Illinois ESSA plan, and how do their beliefs and experiences inform their 
leadership practice, if at all? 2) What do principals in Illinois high school districts value about 
CCR, and what factors influence those beliefs? 3) What conditions influence the behaviors and 
activities of principals in Illinois high school districts related to leadership for CCR?  
The findings of this study reveal how principals define CCR and how their perceptions 
are dynamic and evolving. Principals demonstrated both familiarity and positivity regarding the 
Illinois ESSA plan’s definition of CCR as it aligned with their goal of preparing students for a 




that their CCR leadership is informed by multiple factors including their role in the larger 
educational and economic system. Recommendations include fostering a contemporary view of 
CCR, utilizing systems thinking to integrate CTE and advising with academic programming, and 
renewing focus on equitable access, especially with career-focused activities. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 
Despite such high-profile national accountability policies as No Child Left Behind and 
Race to the Top, the United States continues to lag behind its peers in student learning, falling in 
the lower half on reading and science and near the bottom for math in the Program in 
International Student Assessment (PISA) comparative data (Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development [OECD], 2018). Compared with other wealthy nations, U.S. 
academic performance has declined relative to its peers (Blankstein & Noguera, 2016). 
According to data from the National Center for Education Statistics, although diploma rates are 
rising across the country, students are graduating high school unprepared for the rigors of college 
(McFarland et al., 2018). Furthermore, our nation faces multiple distressing trends: fewer 
students are applying to and being accepted into their college of choice; there is an increased 
need for remedial coursework in first-year postsecondary programs; and fewer students are 
graduating with a career credential or degree within five years of matriculating (Jimenez, 
Sargrad, Morales, & Thompson, 2016; McFarland et al., 2018; Nagaoka, Holsapple, & Roderick, 
2016). Finally, industry leaders report a shortage of qualified workers and a growing skills gap 
(Hora, 2016; Kahn, 2015).  
Research indicates that an academically rigorous high school experience can better 
prepare all students for postsecondary success, which in turn leads to higher lifetime earnings, 
better employment opportunities, and overall greater social mobility (Carnevale et al., 2011; 
Gordon, 2008; Ndura, Robinson, & Ochs, 2003). A recent federal report suggests there is a need 
for additional supports and resources at the postsecondary level; however, it also highlights the 
pivotal role of high school personnel and programming (United States Department of Education 




American high schools has been to present two tracks: an academic track for students aspiring to 
attend college and a vocational track for students planning to enter the workforce directly. High 
schools were organized in this manner for many decades. 
However, this traditional structure has been ineffective at preparing students for a rapidly 
changing global economy (Conley, 2018). School leaders and policymakers have been slow to 
react to labor market trends (Dougherty & Lombardi, 2016). Technological innovation has 
created demands for adaptable and skilled workers who can perform non-routine tasks 
characterized by increasing complexity (Carnevale et al., 2011; Hora, 2016; Kahn, 2015). 
Carnevale (2010) noted that the job prospects of a high school graduate are generally low-skill 
and low-wage. Almost all jobs that allow for upward mobility and a comfortable future require 
education or training beyond the high school level. Although a high school diploma was once 
sufficient for a comfortable life, the majority of jobs now require at least some postsecondary 
education (Dalton & St. John, 2017). According to a report from the Georgetown University 
Center on Education and the Workforce, the number of good jobs, which they define by salary 
and required education, have increased for both middle-skill and college educated people, but 
declined for those with only a high school education (Carnevale, Strohl, Ridley, & Gulish, 2018). 
This trend is projected to continue, prompting Conley and McGaughy (2012) to refer to 
the distinction between college readiness and career preparedness as an “obsolescence” (p. 28). 
College and career readiness (CCR), therefore, is the current focus of researchers, practitioners, 
and policymakers. CCR is defined in a variety of ways, and several frameworks will be 
discussed in detail in Chapter 2. A common expectation is that students who demonstrate 
readiness are able to succeed in introductory coursework or training without remediation 




The most recent development in the CCR landscape is the Every Student Succeeds Act 
(ESSA), the 2015 reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, which was 
designed to meet President Obama’s goal that all students are ready for college and careers when 
they graduate high school (USDE, 2010, 2016a). In one form or another, federal legislation 
focused on CCR is nothing new. Various authorizations of the Perkins legislation have been 
driving and funding career and technical education in the U.S. for several decades. Perkins V, the 
most recent reauthorization of the Perkins Act (2018), is entitled Strengthening Career and 
Technical Education for the 21st Century Act. It continues to position CTE as an integral part of 
CCR and also gives states more discretion over how they spend Perkins dollars (Advance CTE 
2018b; Ferguson, 2018).  
Similarly, ESSA shifted accountability decision-making away from the federal level and 
offered state education officials and local school district leaders increased flexibility. All state 
ESSA plans must include accountability through standardized testing, English language learner 
(ELL) proficiency, and requirements for closing achievement gaps, but states can craft their own 
goals and measures through a combination of Academic Indicators and School Quality/Student 
Success Indicators (USDE, 2017). At the high school level, one indicator of readiness, 
graduation rates, must be included in state plans. Additionally, according to a 2017 analysis by 
the Education Commission of the States (ECS), 36 states included some form of an additional 
CCR indicator in their ESSA accountability plans. States have employed a great variety of 
definitions and measures, both in terms of breadth and depth. Additionally, all measures included 
in ESSA plans must allow for the meaningful differentiation of schools, suggesting that local 





Against this backdrop of global economic imperative and the pressures of accountability 
and policy implementation stands the high school principal, a relatively recent but essential 
development in educational leadership. The original role of the principal was to supervise the 
day-to-day operations of the school building with little responsibility for strategic policy 
decisions. According to Rousmaniere (2014), early principals were essentially classroom 
teachers with added administrative duties. This was especially true for elementary school 
principals; as early as 1893, observational reports began to define the role of the high school 
principal as distinct from other levels. High school principals were more likely to be male, better 
compensated, more visible in the community, and responsible for more administrative tasks than 
elementary school principals. The curricular reforms of the Progressive Era hastened the 
professionalization of the principalship as high schools grew in number and principals became 
more involved in agenda-setting (Rousmaniere, 2014). As scientific management principles 
created middle managers throughout business and industry, the role of the school principal 
evolved similarly as bureaucratic structures developed within modern U.S. school systems. By 
the middle of the 20th century, principals were increasingly responsible for policy 
implementation, enacting administrative structures and directives, and maintaining public 
relations.  
At all levels, the principalship encompasses a myriad of responsibilities as additional 
tasks continue to be layered on top of traditional expectations. In a study of secondary principals, 
Cooley and Shen (2003) found that although the average workweek for high school principals is 
62 hours, less than one-third of that time is spent on instructional leadership. Instead, 
management activities dominate the principal’s attention and schedule. Secondary principals are 




managing school facilities and procedures than they are to guide the curriculum development. 
Horng, Klasik, and Loeb (2009) similarly found that principals at all levels spend more time on 
administrative and management activities and substantially less time on instruction, supervision, 
and guiding the instructional program. Additionally, principals are also expected to maintain 
public relations, lead professional development, and carry out district-level professional 
development activities (Cooley & Shen, 2003). 
Despite the these pressures, research has found that the effective contemporary principal 
retains his or her connection to the classroom through the exercise of learner-focused leadership 
(Knapp, Copland, & Talbert, 2003; Knapp, Copland, Plecki, & Portin, 2006), specifically by 
creating the conditions in the school contribute to student learning (Murphy, Elliott, Goldring, & 
Porter, 2007). Leaders for learning establish a focus on learning, foster professional communities 
that value learning, engage with external environments, create coherence and alignment across 
systems, and engage in strategic and shared leadership behaviors (Copland & Knapp, 2006; 
Knapp et al., 2003). The implementation of ESSA provides principals with an opportunity to 
focus student learning on the goal of CCR for all students. 
Statement of the Problem 
Despite a sustained focus on outcomes-based education reform over the past four or more 
decades, and although today’s students are graduating high school at a high rate, they are 
increasingly unprepared for postsecondary success, resulting in fewer students completing 
college degree or career certificate programs. According to OECD data, 91% of the U.S. adult 
population had attained at least a high school diploma or equivalent in 2017. In that same year, 
48% of 25-34 year-olds had attained some form of postsecondary education; there is a wide 




2018). Data from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) demonstrate that the 
adjusted cohort graduation rates (ACGR) increased between 2014-15 and 2015-2016 to an 
average of 84% for U.S. public high schools. However, although around 70% of those high 
school graduates enroll in a postsecondary institution, the retention and degree-completion rates 
are significantly lower, especially at 2-year colleges (Table 1). Retention rates refer to the 
percentage of first-time, full-time undergraduate students who return to the same institution the 
following fall, and graduation rates are a measurement of the percentage of first-time, full-time 
undergraduate students who complete their program within a specified number of years. Both are 
measures of student success. 
One factor that contributes to the low completion rates, especially at 2-year colleges, is 
that students are not demonstrating CCR, meaning they are not prepared to succeed in 
introductory-level coursework and must enroll in remedial coursework. Remediation rates are 
important indicators of success because they directly impact degree completion. Remedial 
coursework is both expensive and non-credit bearing; it increases the time and cost of attaining a 
degree or credential and decreases the likelihood of degree completion at all. States vary in their 
measurement of remediation rates and reporting, but some estimates suggest that fewer than 10% 
of students who require remedial coursework graduate on time (ECS, 2014; Jimenez et al., 
2016). Jimenez et al. (2016) found that between 40-60% of first-year college students require 
remediation in reading, math, or both. The statistics are even bleaker for underserved groups 
such as Students of Color, ELL students, and students from low-income families (Blankstein & 






Table 1  
Postsecondary retention of first-time undergraduates and degree-completion rates of first-time, 
full-time undergraduates, selected school years 2012-2016 
 
  2012-2013 2013-2014 2014-2015 2015-2016 
4-year institutions         
Retention rate 79.6% 80.5% 80.7% 80.8% 
Graduation rate 
(within 6 years) 
59.4% 59.6% 59.4% 59.8% 
2-year institutions         
Retention rate 60.0% 60.7% 61.3% 62.3% 
Graduation rate 
(within 3 years) 
29.4% 27.9% 29.0% 30.3% 
 
Note. Data adapted from National Center for Education Statistics (2016, 2018). 
 
Figure 1 









Data from the Illinois School Report Card demonstrates that many Illinois high school 
students are not graduating high school prepared for college and career. For example, for the 
high school graduating class of 2016, the ACGR was 86% with 31.3% of graduates immediately 
enrolling in a 2-year college. The overall remediation rate for the class of 2016 shows that nearly 
46% of those students required remediation in at least one subject (Figure 1).  
Given the disconnect between relatively healthy high school graduation rates and 
postsecondary preparedness and completion rates that are relatively low, the need to focus on 
high school leadership for CCR is apparent. Indeed, multiple studies indicate the need for leaders 
to create and sustain high schools that ensure students are ready to succeed in introductory 
college and career experiences (Carnevale, 2010; Conley 2012; Darling-Hammond, Wilhoit, & 
Pittenger, 2014; Deil-Amen & DeLuca, 2010). As shown in a dissertation study by Suttmeier 
(2015), prior research has examined the role of the superintendent in leading for CCR. However, 
principals are the central source of school leadership and play a critical role in student learning 
and achievement by setting directions, developing people, and redesigning organizations 
(Leithwood, 2005; Leithwood, Day, Sammons, Harris, & Hopkins, 2006; Louis, Leithwood, 
Wahlstrom, & Anderson, 2010; Wallace Foundation, 2013). Each of these leadership 
competencies is necessary for leadership for CCR.  
Principals serve in a variety of school and district settings across the country and, 
depending on district size and organization structure, the decision-making responsibility 
possessed by a high school principal can vary considerably among districts (Myers & Murphy, 
1995; Ouchi, 2006; Xia, Gao, and Shen, 2015). In Illinois, for example, there are over 865 
distinct school districts. The enrollment of individual public high schools in Illinois ranges from 




2019a). In some buildings, the principal is the lone administrator. In others, the principal is 
supported by assistant principals, deans, and academic department chairs. Similarly, larger 
school districts support principals with directors of curriculum, assistant superintendents, and 
program evaluation personnel. Regarding district structures in Illinois, principals may lead for 
CCR differently in a district that serves the P-12 continuum than they would in a high school 
district serving grades 9-12 exclusively. Principals leading for CCR will likely function 
differently in these different settings and structures.  
Although there has been little to no research on the impact of the various district 
structures in Illinois, Xia et al. (2015) noted that there is a preponderance in the research 
literature towards studying large districts: “the literature on ‘large school district’ doubles the 
total amount of literature on ‘small school district’ and ‘medium school district” (p. 66). The 
authors note that this focus on large districts also pervades policy and reform initiatives. As 
policy developments at both the federal and state levels are intended to focus attention on 
ensuring student CCR and the policy environment coalesces around CCR, there is a need to 
examine the ways in which principals, as leaders for learning, make sense of and enact policies 
intended to increase student CCR. Especially in smaller districts, principals exercise decision 
making power that directly impacts the opportunities to develop CCR that are available to 
students. 
Principals are charged with ensuring CCR for students and enacting the policies related to 
it including, most recently, ESSA. In Illinois, the state ESSA plan provides both an opportunity 
and an expectation for principals to lead for CCR: what it means for a student to be CCR is 
specifically defined in the plan through a series of indicators, a procedure for the measurement of 




graduates as measured by plan’s procedures will be included on the state report card (ISBE, 
2018). Measurement and reporting of CCR on the publicly available school report card shifts to 
the programming made available to students at the school site as well as their participation and 
success. However, as Spillane et al. (2002) noted,  
Ironically, the role of school principals in implementing accountability-based policies has 
largely been ignored. The work of mid-level management is key because accountability 
levers operate in and through particular schools where they are understood through 
existing beliefs, experiences, and ways of doing business. Such levers do not exist in a 
vacuum, and school managers are not passive receptors of their environments. (p. 732)  
 
Instead of “head teachers” or dutiful receivers of district edicts, principals are increasingly 
viewed as agents or actors in policy implementation (Louis & Robinson, 2012). Therefore, how 
they make sense of complex concepts such as postsecondary preparedness as well as related 
policies such as the Illinois ESSA plan may be an impactful area for further study of principal 
leadership for CCR. 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study was to examine how Illinois principals perceive and act upon 
policies related to CCR. Using a framework that blends elements of leadership for learning, 
sensemaking as policy implementation, and a comprehensive definition of postsecondary 
readiness, I designed and conducted a qualitative study of principals in high school districts to 
advance the understanding of researchers and practitioners on leadership for CCR in a time of 
ESSA accountability. This study explores and reveals how principals can lead schools in which 
all students have access and opportunities to develop the skills, knowledge, attitudes, and 
dispositions that will provide the foundation for the future success of individuals as well as 





This study seeks to add to the body of relevant CCR and leadership literature by 
addressing the following research questions: 
1. How do principals in high school districts make sense of the definition of CCR 
present in the Illinois ESSA plan, and how do their beliefs and experiences inform 
their leadership practice, if at all?  
 
2. What do principals in Illinois high school districts value about CCR, and what factors 
influence those beliefs?  
 
3. What conditions influence the behaviors and activities of principals in Illinois high 
school districts related to leadership for CCR? 
 
Conceptual Framework 
This section briefly describes the conceptual framework guiding this study and previews 
the more detailed discussion that will occur in Chapter 2. This dissertation utilizes a Leadership 
for CCR framework that incorporates four theoretical and conceptual approaches appropriate to 
advance the study of principal leadership for CCR. Aspects of sensemaking, policy 
implementation, Conley’s four keys to CCR framework, and leadership for learning, are merged 
into a conceptual framework (Figure 2). The leadership for learning framework consists of five 
areas for action that advance powerful and equitable student learning: establishing a focus on 
learning, fostering professional communities that value learning, engaging with external 
environments, creating coherence and alignment across systems, and engaging in strategic and 
shared leadership behaviors (Copland & Knapp, 2006; Knapp et al., 2003). As part of 
establishing a focus on learning, principals must be able to articulate both a clear and 
contemporary definition as well as a rationale for why CCR is the right work for schools 






Principal Leadership for CCR Conceptual Framework 
 
 
Additionally, although ESSA departs significantly from the strict accountability approach 
of NCLB, principals must also be aware of the definition and measurement of CCR presented in 
the Illinois ESSA plan; how they make sense of this new policy and choose to address it will 
likely impact the access and opportunity available to students in their schools. Significantly, 
given the opportunity and achievement gaps outlined earlier in this chapter, it is critical that 
principals advance an equity agenda and use data strategically. Finally, what it means for a 
student to attain CCR has evolved and changed over the past few decades, and a comprehensive 
definition of CCR in the form of Conley’s (2012) research is therefore included.  
Overview of Research Methodology 
 This research study utilized qualitative research methods that will be briefly previewed 




individuals, a phenomenological approach was most appropriate (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 
Moustakas (1994) outlined the process of an organized and disciplined phenomenological study: 
1. Discovering a topic and question rooted in autobiographical meanings and values, as well 
as involving social meanings and significance;  
2. Conducting a comprehensive review of the professional and research literature;  
3. Constructing a set of criteria to locate appropriate co-researchers;  
4. Providing co-researchers with instructions on the nature and purpose of the investigation, 
and developing an agreement that includes obtaining informed consent, ensuring 
confidentiality, and delineating the responsibilities of the primary researcher and research 
participant, consistent with ethical principles of research;  
5. Developing a set of questions or topics to guide the interview process;  
6. Conducting and recording a lengthy person-to-person interview that focuses on a 
bracketed topic and question. A follow-up interview may also be needed;  
7. Organizing and analyzing the data to facilitate development of individual textural and 
structural descriptions, a composite textural description, a composite structural 
description, and a synthesis of textural and structural meanings and essences. (p. 103) 
 
When exploring the thoughts, experiences, and beliefs of individuals, interviewing is an 
appropriate research method (Seidman, 2013). To select interview candidates, I utilized 
purposeful sampling within the state of Illinois. Due to the nature of CCR and the Illinois ESSA 
plan, this study of leadership for CCR focuses on leadership at the high school level, defined as 
grades 9-12. According to recent data from the Illinois State Board of Education (ISBE, 2019a), 
there are 865 public school districts in the state and 565 high schools. In order to best understand 
the phenomenon of principal leadership for CCR, I focused on the 99 high school districts which 
represent nearly 150 individual schools. High school districts are a unique context to study 
principal leadership for CCR because the high school principal must often navigate multiple 
sender districts without a coherent P-12 curriculum as support. 
In-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with 13 high school principals. 
Questions focused on the participating principal’s background and understanding of CCR and the 




analysis was employed to further explore the policy implementation aspects of this study. The 
data was gathered, analyzed, and presented using the conceptual framework as a lens. 
Limitations 
Qualitative research is a human endeavor, and no research design is without inherent 
limitations (Krathwohl & Smith, 2005). In the case of my study, there are several limitations 
specific to the use of interviewing as the primary method. First, my study was potentially limited 
by the availability of principals for interview sessions and follow-up. Principals are extremely 
busy professionals, and my participant pool may have been limited by my ability to obtain the 
necessary time on each participant’s schedule. Although a small sample size is appropriate to my 
study’s phenomenological approach, the availability and willingness to participate by identified 
principals was a limitation. 
Once I had secured access to the principals, another potential limitation was my ability to 
establish trust and rapport with the subjects in a short amount of time. Along those lines, my 
phenomenological approach relied heavily on the self-reflection of the principals. Although I 
utilized an interview protocol developed with qualitative validity in mind and triangulated data 
through documentary analysis, there is an inherent limitation in participant self-reporting. 
Finally, there exists a potential limitation in my role as the researcher. As an Illinois high 
school administrator actively working to advance the CCR of my students, I also had to consider 
and control for any bias or preliminary judgments. Reflexivity requires researchers to 
intentionally reflect on their values, biases, and how their background shapes their interpretations 
during qualitative research (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Etherington, 2004). I remained 
committed to conducting this research with the utmost attention to these ethical considerations as 





 For the purposes of this phenomenological study, the qualitative data collection will be 
delimited to principals in high districts as identified through Illinois School Report Card data 
(ISBE, 2019a). As this study focuses on the intersection of principal leadership and ESSA, 
schools not subject to federal accountability policies such as charter schools, private schools, 
parochial schools, and other alternative high school models were not considered. Furthermore, 
this study is intentionally delimited to schools in Illinois; each state crafted a unique ESSA plan 
and the definitions of CCR, when included, vary by state. 
While larger districts may serve students via grade 6-12 secondary schools or other 
junior/senior high school models, this study uses the definition of a high school as serving 
students in grades 9-12. Finally, no matter the structure or size of the school or district, it is 
reasonable to assume that multiple individuals exercise leadership for CCR, and the results of 
this study may not be generalizable to other leadership structures or actors beyond the high 
school principal.  
Significance of the Study 
 The economic imperative for advancing student CCR is clear. This study contributes to 
the body of research on leadership, postsecondary readiness, and the intersection of policy and 
practice. Additionally, as policymakers continue to focus their efforts on promoting, measuring, 
and integrating CCR into accountability policies, there will be a critical need to understand how 
principals perceive and enact programs and initiatives to meet those policy goals. As the 
influencers of student learning and professional practice, valuable insight can be gained by 
advancing our understanding of how leaders make sense of CCR and CCR-related policy as well 




postsecondary success. Notably, my study focuses specifically on high school exclusive districts 
where there may be a lack of coordination regarding CCR-focused activities in the elementary 
districts.  
Definition of Terms 
College and career readiness (CCR): Students who demonstrate readiness are able to 
succeed in introductory coursework or training without remediation (Achieve, 2017b; Carnevale, 
2010; Conley 2012). The definition of CCR has evolved over the past few decades into a 
multidimensional concept. One popular framework includes four dimensions of postsecondary 
readiness: Key Content Knowledge, Key Cognitive Strategies, Key Learning Skills and 
Techniques, and Key Transition Knowledge and Skills (Conley, 2007b, 2010, 2012). As defined 
by the Illinois state ESSA plan, a student is CCR when they have met a variety of criteria by the 
time they graduate (ISBE, 2018). 
Career and technical education (CTE): Prepares youth and adults for a variety of careers 
through an integration of academically rigorous standards, employability skills, and credentials. 
CTE programs feature organized pathways and programs of study that connect to postsecondary 
opportunities (Imperatore & Hyslop, 2017). Contemporary CTE programs have evolved 
significantly from isolated vocational tracks through Perkins Acts and other legislation. Instead 
of a sole focus on training for a specific job, current CTE programming provides students with 
preparation for college and careers through the purposeful learning of practical skills and 
knowledge within a particular career focus (Advance CTE, 2018) 
Career exploration: Learning about different occupations, exploring connections to 
interests, skills, and dispositions, and understand the educational requirements for particular 




students engage with career exploration and readiness activities including interest inventories, 
postsecondary education and financial aid information, and multimedia activities that connect 
students to career information. Additionally, frameworks that support student readiness and can 
be incorporated into school counseling and advisement systems include the American School 
Counselor Association’s developmental guidance model and the Illinois Postsecondary and 
Career Expectations (PaCE) framework. 
Leadership for learning: A leadership framework consisting of five areas for action that 
advance powerful and equitable learning for students and adults: establishing a focus on learning, 
fostering professional communities that value learning, engaging with external environments, 
creating coherence and alignment across processes and systems, and engaging in strategic and 
shared leadership behaviors (Copland & Knapp, 2006; Knapp et al., 2003). Student learning 
depends on what teachers know and believe as well as what school and district leaders know and 
believe about supporting the learning of both students and teachers (Knapp et al., 2003). 
Summary and Dissertation Overview 
This study consists of six chapters. This first chapter is the introduction to the study. It 
presented a rationale for the further study of principal leadership for CCR with specific attention 
to how Illinois high school principals perceive and understand the CCR provisions of the Illinois 
ESSA plan. Chapter 2 is a review of literature that explores the history and current trends 
concerning the American high school, relevant research on policy implementation, CCR-related 
policies, and the definition and measurement of CCR, and the principal’s role in leadership for 
learning. I will conclude Chapter 2 with a detailed discussion of the conceptual framework that 
will guide this study: a framework that blends principal sensemaking and policy implementation 




study, including the research questions, participant recruitment and selection, and procedures for 
data collection and data analysis, including plans to ensure credibility and trustworthiness. In 
Chapters 4 and 5, I will discuss my analysis of the data and study findings as well as themes that 
emerged from the data. Chapter 6 will discuss the implications of the study for educational 





CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
 
This chapter aims to provide a review of the recent literature relevant to high school 
principal leadership for CCR. I seek to present relevant literature pertaining to the role and 
responsibilities of the high school principal in leading for CCR as well as impactful areas that my 
study can contribute to regarding our understanding of this phenomenon. I will first provide 
context with a concise discussion of the history and current trends concerning the American high 
school. Second, I will examine core research on policy implementation and provide an overview 
of the policy context for CCR. Third, I will discuss various CCR frameworks and standards as 
well as relevant measurement tools. Next, I will identify key literature related to principal 
leadership, including leadership for learning and research specific to leading for CCR. Finally, I 
will review prior research on how traditionally underserved students navigate CCR. Notably, as 
the policy landscape evolves as states begin to implement their ESSA accountability plans, little 
research has been conducted on the extent to which these newly developed plans have or have 
not influenced principal perceptions of CCR. Therefore, I will offer a framework that blends 
sensemaking and policy implementation with leadership for learning to provide a conceptual 
basis for the examination of principal leadership for CCR proposed in this study.  
The American High School   
This section will provide a concise overview of the history of the American high school 
to provide context for this study. The historical development of the high school includes varying 
perspectives on the goals and purpose of secondary education as well as the tension between 
academics and workforce preparation that are still relevant issues today. Murphy (2016) 
identified three phases in the evolution of the American high school based on the punctuated 




Phase 1: 1635-1890. The first phase commenced in 1635 with the founding of the first 
Latin grammar school. Following a European model, tuition-based Latin schools were designed 
to prepare young men for college. Foreshadowing the academic/vocational dichotomy that 
remains a topic in discussions of contemporary high schools, a new school structure called an 
academy was first introduced in 1751. Academies were designed to educate non-college bound 
students and became popular during the late 1700s (Murphy, 2016; Wraga, 1998). The 
curriculum of the academies became more comprehensive as Latin schools withered, 
highlighting the tension between the separate school systems for college-bound and non-college-
bound (Murphy, 2016). During the 19th century, there was a growing call by Americans for tax-
supported schools that would serve more students, but secondary schooling was still open to only 
around 10% of the population at that time (Wraga, 1998). 
 Phase 2: 1890-1990. The second phase of high school evolution was 1890-1990. During 
this time, the market-driven economy began to shape American life and, subsequently, its 
schools. One significant development of this phase was the 1892 Committee of Ten Report that 
outlined the standardization of the American high school curriculum. The report rejected 
separate programs for college-bound and non-college bound students, instead advising that all 
secondary students should be exposed to the type of liberal arts curriculum that would prepare 
them for college (Mirel, 2006). However, as high school enrollment soared in the early 1900s, 
another education commission issued the Cardinal Principles of Secondary Education. This 
report suggested that educating all students for advanced liberal studies was a kind of elitism that 
was also blind to the needs of the growing economy, instead endorsing a “comprehensive high 
school” model that would offer students choice through curricular differentiation (Mirel, 2006; 




shift from rural life to urban centers provided the foundation for the modern comprehensive high 
school as an important institution that provided for an educated citizenry and an extensive middle 
class. High schools became an important tool for preparing youth for employment in this new era 
of industrialization (Wraga, 1997, 1998).  
The 20th century was marked by a general trend of high schools growing larger both in 
student population and diversity of courses offered (Wraga, 1998). During this time, as Murphy 
(2016) noted, “the belief that student interests and needs, rather than discipline-based content, 
should form the center of gravity for curriculum development was rapidly integrated into 
America’s high schools” (p. 4). Curricular aims were also influenced by specific events; the 
launch of Sputnik spurned an emphasis on science and math coursework and the 1983 
publication of A Nation at Risk precipitated a narrowing of the curriculum and a return to a 
college preparatory curriculum for all (Wraga, 1998). Critics of the comprehensive high school 
model compared it to a shopping mall, where the sheer variety of coursework and curricular 
content available to students comes at the expense of clarity, coherence, and quality (Powell, 
Farrar, & Cohen, 1985).  
 Phase 3 (1990-present). According to Murphy (2016), the third phase in the evolution of 
the American high school began in 1990 and continues today. As technology and globalization 
remake the economy, the American high school, Murphy argued, must also reorient itself. 
Additionally, although multiple reform movements have been focused on enhancing educational 
outcomes, improvement has been elusive:  
Consistent with the punctuated equilibrium model of change, these reforms have been 
accommodated in that century-long convergent period we have labeled the era of the 
comprehensive high school. There is also considerable support, however, for the idea that 
the comprehensive high school period of convergence has run its course, and that the 






The recent literature offers a multitude of suggestions for how educators and 
policymakers can reimagine high school for the 21st century (Balfanz, 2009; Kuo, 2010; 
Mazzeo, Fleischman, Heppen, & Jahangir, 2016; Wraga, 1997). Barnes, Slate, and Rojas-
LeBouef (2010) identified 24 different national high school reform reports, commissions, and 
summits between 2000-2010 alone. Possible reform models include small high schools, small 
learning communities, Comprehensive School Reform (CSR), dual enrollment and early college 
high schools, and career academies. While some of these models represent new school structures 
and formats, others can conceivably exist within the comprehensive high school. One of the most 
dominant themes in contemporary reform models is the integration of the high school experience 
with the college and career experience (Kuo, 2010). Table 2 (below) summarizes two recent 
reports on this topic.  
Mazzeo et al. (2016) suggested that modern high schools face “challenges that are far 
easier to catalog than to surmount” (p. 1), including assisting students who enter with poor 
academic skills, balancing personalized learning with an orderly and efficient environment, 
improving the technical core, and producing change in systems that are complex, technical, and 
often overstressed. These challenges are of interest to both educational leaders and public 
policymakers. Following a brief discussion of Illinois high school and district structures, I will 
review how policymakers have attempted to address the American high school system and its 









Summary of recent recommendations for American high schools 
Reinventing the American high school for 
the 21st century 
(Association for Career and Technical 
Education, 2006) 
High schools of the future: How states 
can accelerate high school redesign 
(Center for American Progress, 2017) 
Establish a clear system goal of career and 
college readiness for all students 
 
  
Create a positive school culture that stresses 
personalization in planning and decision-
making; Create a positive school culture 
that stresses personalization in relationships 
 
Personalized learning 
Dramatically improve how and where 
academic content is taught 
 
Hands-on, project-based learning 
Create incentives for students to pursue the 
core curriculum in an interest-based context 
 
A focus on in-depth preparation for both 
college and careers 




Offer flexible learning opportunities to 
encourage re-entry and completion 
 
“Anytime, anywhere” learning 
Create system incentives and supports for 




Move beyond “seat-time” and narrowly 
defined knowledge and skills 
  
Competency-based education, or 
mastery learning 
 




Illinois School District Structural Context 
 Illinois provides a unique context to study school leadership due to the number of school 
districts established within the state. According to NCES data, Illinois ranks third in the number 
of school districts, behind only California and Texas despite serving fewer than half of the total 
number of students. In fact, states such as New York and Florida serve more students with 
substantially fewer districts (USDE, 2018a & 2018b). As noted in Chapter 1, there are some 865 
school districts in Illinois, and they are organized in a myriad of structures. According to 
publicly available data available from the United States Census, Illinois school districts are 
recognized in the following types: the Chicago School District, common school districts, 
community college districts, community high school districts, community unit school districts, 
non-high school districts, special charter districts, and township high school districts (United 
States Census Bureau, 2012). 
According to Illinois School Code and for the purposes of this study, “‘high school 
district’ means a school district organized and established for purposes of providing instruction 
in grades 9 through 12.” High school district includes charter high school districts, township high 
school districts, consolidated high school districts, community high school districts, and non-
high school districts. Meanwhile, a “unit district” is organized to provide instruction up to and 
including the 12th grade and can include “charter (K through 12) districts, community unit 
districts, [and] community consolidated unit districts” (105 ILCS 5/11E-10). According to recent 
School Report Card data, approximately 45% of districts are elementary, 12% are high school, 
and 45% are unit districts, serving both elementary and secondary students (ISBE, 2019a).  
Due to the large number of smaller districts, each requiring an administrative staff and 




taxpayer advocates. For example, a recent report by the Illinois Policy Institute on school district 
consolidation suggested that there are many opportunities to consolidate high school districts 
with their elementary feeder districts since the districts often share boundaries, students and a 
local tax base. There are already 387 such unit districts in the state. However, there are still 373 
separate elementary school districts eligible for consolidation with the 99 independent high 
school districts they feed (Dabrowski & Klingner, 2016). These authors and other advocates for 
school consolidation cite the financial benefits of consolidating district administrative services 
and facilities; curriculum and strategic alignment are also potential areas that may impact 
principal leadership and student access to CCR-related activities.  
Research has shown that students begin forming postsecondary aspirations long before 
high school (Association for Career and Technical Education [ACTE], 2017; Perry et al., 2016). 
Furthermore, Illinois has signaled a commitment to a grade 6-12 continuum of CCR activities 
and benchmarks through the Postsecondary and Career Expectations (PaCE) framework (Figure 
3), which has been adopted by ISBE and the Illinois Community College Board. Although there 
is no official mandate that schools must use it, the preponderance of separate elementary and 
high school districts is relevant to how CCR-related policy and activities are implemented at the 
local level. As noted in the prior chapter, Xia et al. (2015) found that large school districts are 
studied far more frequently than small districts, and findings from research on large school 











Note. Reproduced from the Illinois State Board of Education Postsecondary and Workforce 
Readiness website (ISBE, 2020). 
 
 
Policy Context for College and Career Readiness 
 
This section will begin a brief discussion of policy implementation research and then 
provide an overview of significant federal education legislation and policy initiatives. Because 
the U.S. Constitution is silent on the topic of education, both education policy and school 
funding is primarily a state function. However, the federal government has always played a role 
in education, both indirectly and directly through the Constitutional clauses requiring Congress 
to provide for the national defense as well as promote the general welfare of the nation 




federal interest in schools and, specifically, career and technical education (CTE) over the past 
century. The larger policy environment, including the ESSA and other federal legislation, is 
currently focused on CCR (Conley, 2011; USDE, 2010, 2016a), and so it is important to 
understand how that policy has evolved and the insights that have been gained through policy 
implementation research. 
Policy implementation. According to Honig (2006), policy implementation, at its most 
basic level, is the product of the interaction between policies, people, and places. Policy 
implementation research is an evolving field of study. For many decades, policy implementation 
research focused on identifying and replicating policies that could be implemented with fidelity 
(Honig, 2006). Contemporary policy implementation research seeks to understand how and why 
variations in policy implementation occur, as well as how those variations can inform policy 
design and practitioners engaged with policy (Honig, 2003, 2007). Honig (2006) identified three 
waves of policy implementation research. In the early 1960s, researchers in the first wave were 
most concerned with what parts of policy design were actually implemented. Large-scale 
evaluations of federal policy almost always found that schools and districts failed to implement 
the policy design as intended. School leaders were often characterized as lacking the capacity to 
do so or choosing not to dutifully carry out the implementation due to their own self-interests. 
The second wave occurred in the 1970s and was concerned with how policies were implemented 
longitudinally. According to Honig (2006), some of this research resembled that of the first 
wave, but some researchers begin to attend to variations in policy implementation. During the 
1980s, both policy design and policy implementation reflected a growing concern with what was 
working and, specifically, how variations in who was implementing the policy and where that 




Within this evolution of the field, Datnow and Park (2009) identify three major policy 
perspectives: technical-rational, mutual adaptation, and sensemaking/co-construction. Although 
the technical-rational and mutual adaptation perspectives have traditionally dominated the policy 
research field, they do not necessarily attend to the interconnectedness between policy design 
and implementation. Sensemaking, on the other hand, seeks to understand the interplay between 
policy design and practice. In their case study of leadership in an Illinois school district 
implementing state learning standards and assessments, Leithwood and Prestine (2002) found 
that leaders often bundle or combine different approaches to accountability policy, blending 
rational procedures with participatory structures. This study found that “the extent to which 
externally initiated reforms actually result in school improvement depends a great deal on the 
ability of potential implementers to make sense of the reforms, to find them meaningful” 
(Leithwood & Prestine, 2002, p. 49). Ultimately, Leithwood and Prestine concluded that 
effective school and district leaders integrated the state’s reform initiative into their existing 
improvement efforts. The next section will provide a brief discussion of education policy and 
implementation trends.  
Historical developments on federal education policy. Education has traditionally been 
a state or local responsibility in the United States. In fact, for much of America’s history, the 
federal government had little to no involvement in education. Because education was not 
included in the “enumerated powers” granted to Congress by the United States Constitution, the 
role of the federal government in education was minimal. Scholars use the term “layer cake 
federalism” to refer to this separation between federal control and that of the states (Wong, 
2015). However, by the mid-20th century, those neatly defined layers were beginning to erode. 




involvement. An early piece of federal education policy, 1958’s National Defense Education Act 
(NDEA), was a Cold War response to the Soviet Union’s launch of Sputnik, and it dramatically 
increased the federal government’s education policy profile. In the years that followed, 
developments in federal policy adhered to the punctuated equilibrium model, with large spans of 
relatively little federal interest in education policy interrupted by notable responses to Civil 
Rights issues (McLendon, Cohen-Vogel, & Wachen, 2014). 
Following the NDEA, subsequent federal policy related to education generally arose in 
response to deficits in state policy. According to the States' Impact on Federal Education Policy 
Project (2009), direct responses to failures of state policy are one of the main mechanisms of 
federal policy development, including the equity-focused interventions discussed in this section. 
As America’s schools faced challenges related to educating an increasingly diverse student 
population, the tension between local control and public responsibility heightened. When state 
and local educational agencies became either unable or unwilling to address the impacts of 
poverty and racial injustice, the federal government became increasingly interested and involved 
in education, shifting the layer cake analogy to that of a marble cake (Wong, 2015). Early 
evidence of this shift included the Brown case and other Civil Rights Era legislation, targeted 
categorical grants with a redistributive function, various special programs, judicial decisions, and 
other legislative or executive action designed to address inequity in the nation’s schools. As 
federal involvement has expanded and matured, the focus has increasingly shifted to making the 
states accountable for not only the quality of education provided but the degree of equity 
experienced by students as well. 
According to Reed (2016), federal involvement in education is a relatively recent 




students and Students of Color, as well as students with special needs and ELL students. A 
defining moment in which the government took action to ameliorate state and local injustice was 
Brown v. Board of Education (1954). Federal involvement is often legislative, but Brown showed 
that judicial intervention can also be necessary and effective (Rahdert, 2004). In the Brown case, 
the Supreme Court ruled that, pursuant to the Fourteenth Amendment, separate cannot be equal. 
The Brown decision prompted significant creation and modification of policy (Anderson, 2006). 
For instance, state laws that permitted or required segregated school systems were overturned 
and districts were forced to desegregate, often using busing as a tool. Of course, although the 
Brown decision clearly mandated racial diversity in education, the implementation of Brown-
based policy has been difficult. This fact can be partially attributed to the idea that “policy made 
at a distance from those who must implement it and from those who must live it, rarely, if ever 
achieves the objectives of the policy” (Daniel, 2004, p. 260). Addressing this difficulty continues 
to challenge policymakers at all levels and is still impacting the most recent federal education 
policy. 
While the Brown case was interested in equitable treatment of students regardless of race, 
other notable instances of federal involvement in education policy concern equitable treatment of 
students with disabilities and students whose first language is not English. For many years, 
students with disabilities were marginalized in schools and not provided services and equal 
access to educational opportunities. In addition to Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, the 
Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1973 (later reauthorized as the Individuals with 
Disabilities Act) ensures that all public schools provide equal access for children with physical 
and mental disabilities (Hewitt, 2011). English language learners can also be marginalized and 




with limited English proficiency important rights and access to educational opportunities and 
services. Additionally, the federal government has used categorical grants with a redistributive 
function, including those meant to assist students whose first language is not English, to ensure 
equitable treatment (Wong, 2015). Although students with disabilities or limited English 
proficiency may still face institutional barriers to equal educational access, legislators and jurists 
have generally advocated for them. 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act. The most wide-ranging and ambitious 
attempt by the federal government to address equity was the 1965 anti-poverty initiative passed 
by Congress and signed by President Lyndon Johnson, the Elementary and Secondary Education 
Act (ESEA). The ESEA and specifically its first section, “Better Schooling for Educationally 
Deprived Children” (now commonly referred to as Title I) redefined the federal role in education 
(ECS, 2011; Nelson, 2016). The stated goal of the program was to direct more educational 
resources to children growing up in poverty in order to expand and improve their experience in 
schools (Moffitt, 2016; Reed, 2016). The assumption was that a compensatory program could 
provide extra instruction for disadvantaged children and help them catch up to their more 
affluent peers (Sousa & Armor, 2016). While Moffitt (2016) found that early Title I funding 
equated to several hours of additional math or reading instruction per student per week during 
the first few years of its implementation, other studies have found little evidence of the intended 
academic gains and, in fact, the widening of the achievement gap between high and low 
performing schools (Sousa & Armor, 2016). Furthermore, the Education Commission of the 
States (2011) found that Title I funding was not distributed on an equitable basis between states 
or at the district level. Still, Wong (2015) argued that the Title I is “the most important federal 




strengthened the notion of ‘marble cake’ federalism” (p. 212). The focus on equitable inputs in 
ESEA and Title I laid the foundation for programs such as No Child Left Behind and Race to the 
Top, which significantly changed and continue to redefine education in America even as ESSA 
is the current law of the land. 
No Child Left Behind. Over the past two or more decades, there has been a notable shift 
from a focus educational inputs to standardized test performance outputs (Derthick & Dunn, 
2009; States' Impact on Federal Education Policy Project, 2009). Wong (2015) noted that the 
1990s ushered in a new era of performance-based federalism that undergirded the 2001 
reauthorization of ESEA, called No Child Left Behind (NCLB). With it, “the federal government 
elevated education performance to the top of the nation’s policy agenda” (Wong, p. 215). NCLB 
expanded federal involvement in ensuring education for all children through a rigorous 
accountability system that required all students to be proficient at grade level tasks by 2014 
(Hewitt, 2011; Nelson, 2016). Anderson (2005) found that NCLB “both builds on and departs 
from previous federal education policies and principles” (p. 15). The federal interventions 
discussed in the previous section were very much focused on equity as an ideal, but they were 
not heavy on responsibility for results. NCLB required transparent reporting of data, including 
disaggregated performance by race, socioeconomic status, special education status, and English 
language learner program affiliation (Wong, 2015; Sousa & Armor, 2016) Supporters of NCLB 
contended that this subgroup accountability is a continuation of the federal role in protecting the 
educational rights of students from traditionally disadvantaged groups (Anderson, 2005). 
However, others have argued that as the emphasis shifted to accountability, true equity remained 
elusive at the state level (Murname & Papay, 2010; Reed, 2016). Indeed, Murname & Papay 




slightly improve. However, NCLB also had what the researchers called “dysfunctional” 
consequences. These included an increased proportion of instructional minutes being devoted to 
test preparation strategies, a resulting shrinking curriculum, and a hyper-focus on “bubble” 
students at the expense of students who were very far away from proficiency or had already 
reached it (Murname & Papay, 2010; Hewitt, 2011; Nelson, 2016). 
The idea that no child or, in reality, no subgroup should be “left behind” is a laudable 
goal. Although NCLB “shined a bright light” on achievement gaps (Hewitt, 2011, p. 174), its 
provisions did little to break down the barriers that still exist for the students who populate these 
subgroups. In fact, Daniel (2004) argues that NCLB actually did more harm than good for low-
income and minority students by emphasizing achievement in a way that “trumps equality with 
quality” (p. 255). NCLB’s rigorous accountability had the potential to drive good teachers out of 
underperforming schools, deprive these schools of funding, and siphon off the top students 
through vouchers and charter school options (Hewitt, 2011). The result is that the students who 
most need intensive academic access and support—those who have traditionally been the victims 
of the barriers of inequity—were left to continue facing these barriers with little support 
(Murname & Papay, 2010).  
After ten years, NCLB had done little to remedy the inequities in opportunities and 
outcomes available to Students of Color, ELL students, and students with disabilities as well as 
the persistent lack of achievement in schools throughout the U.S. when compared with school 
systems throughout the world. Furthermore, U.S. schools continued to decline, when compared 
with schools in other nations. In a 2009 interview, President Barack Obama explained the core 
problem as well as his policy approach: 
“We used to have the highest graduation rates, we used to be close to the top of the pack 




never has educational performance been more important. We know that in a globalized 
era that low-skill, low-wage work is easily exportable and that the jobs that will pay a 
living wage in the future are going to demand higher skills. Right now we're not meeting 
that commitment to our kids. And I think this Race to the Top fund is an excellent way 
for us to spur that kind of excellence.” (Shear & Anderson, 2009).  
 
Obama’s Race to the Top (RTTT) represented a new approach to educational policy 
development in that states were incentivized into local policy development through a competitive 
grant program (Lewis & Young, 2013; Wong, 2015).  
Race to the Top. Less than a month after being inaugurated, President Obama signed the 
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) of 2009. The purpose of ARRA was to 
provide economic stimulus following the Great Recession, and it provided funding for many 
programs and initiatives including education. Over $4 billion was earmarked specifically for the 
Race to the Top program (RTTT). According to the Obama administration, ARRA and RTTT 
provided “the foundation for education reform by supporting investments in innovative strategies 
that are most likely to lead to improved results for students, long-term gains in school and school 
system capacity, and increased productivity and effectiveness” (USDE, 2009). Through a 
competitive grant program, funds were awarded to states whose policies were aligned to the 
goals of President Obama and his Secretary of Education Arne Duncan; these included college 
readiness, teacher effectiveness, longitudinal data systems, and the “turnaround” of failing 
schools (Klein, 2015; Howell, 2015).  
The RTTT program was meant to incentivize change, not mandate it by prescribing 
specific measures to states (Shear & Anderson, 2009). The program indeed did not mandate 
particular policies, but it did make very clear what kinds of policy enactments would be 
rewarded. States then had wide latitude to approach grant competition in a manner that reflected 




Obama administration’s other efforts on school reform led to a political backlash against federal 
involvement in education and an expansion of state involvement in education policy creation and 
ownership.  
RTTT will continue to have a lasting impact on educational policy in the United States, 
despite differing appraisals of its effectiveness and overall success (Brown, 2017; Klein, 2015; 
Onosko, 2011). In one study, Howell (2015) found that states enacted about 10 percent of 
proposed school and education policies during the NCLB era. During the first five years of 
RTTT, that percentage rose to 68%, and it was even higher in states that were awarded 
significant funding through the program. The adoption of the Common Core State Standards 
(CCSS) is a striking illustration of RTTT’s influence. While a national curriculum had been a 
topic of educational reform interest for decades, no real progress was made until RTTT 
incentivized the adoption of the CCSS and prompted near-unanimous acceptance by states 
(Reed, 2016). Post-RTTT educational policymaking surged in all 50 states and that state 
legislators cited the program as a significant factor in their work (Howell, 2015). Many of these 
policies fundamentally changed the politics of education in states across the country in a 
significant and lasting manner, increasing the impact of federal education priorities, and often 
emphasizing accountability over equity.  
RTTT and Illinois. Illinois, for example, revamped both teacher and principal evaluation 
throughout the K-12 system, redesigned the public school report card, and allocated resources to 
a variety of CCR programming including a P-20 Programs of Study, STEM learning exchanges, 
and a CCR program that was designed to increase alignment and connections between high 
schools and colleges (ISBE, n.d.). Illinois policymakers and other stakeholders had been 




Readiness Act to fund pilot projects consisting of a community college and its partner high 
schools and working to support the alignment of K-12 curriculum with college-level coursework 
(Bragg, Baber, & Castro, 2011; Bragg & Taylor, 2014). Additionally, Illinois has a 60 x 25 
initiative with the goal of 60% of all Illinois adults having a college or career credential by 2025 
(Illinois 60 by 2025 Network, 2017). Finally, a more recent and relevant policy update in Illinois 
is the Postsecondary and Workforce Readiness Act, a 2016 law that created CCR benchmarks 
from grades 8-12 as well as structures for students to avoid remedial college coursework, a 
competency-based graduation pilot, and CCR endorsements on diplomas (Advance Illinois, 
2016). Many of these facets of CCR are also reflected in the current ESSA legislation, both at the 
federal and state levels. The next section will provide an overview of relevant aspects of ESSA.  
Every Student Succeeds Act. ESSA is a significant piece of federal legislation that was 
designed in part to meet President Barack Obama’s goal that all students are CCR when they 
graduate high school (USDE, 2010). ESSA differs from its predecessor, NCLB, in significant 
ways. One of the most important changes was the elimination of Adequate Yearly Progress 
(AYP) and the consequences schools and districts faced as a result of not meeting annual 
achievement benchmarks. Although NCLB did focus the collective attention of educators and 
policymakers on the disparities between groups of students based on race, socioeconomic status, 
and program affiliation, its guidelines and expectations became increasingly unwieldy to school 
leaders as well as state education officials (USDE, n.d.). Generally, ESSA was intended to 
provide states with increased flexibility to design accountability and support systems (National 
Association of Secondary School Principals [NASSP], n.d.).  
According to the United States Department of Education (n.d.), the Act requires that “all 




college and careers.” Each state was tasked with crafting an ESSA plan that included academic 
indicators, such as English and math assessment data, graduation rates, English language 
proficiency, and school climate indicators as well as a variety of other measures. According to an 
analysis of the various state plans, some states seized the opportunity to reimagine schooling 
while others merely met the federal requirements for multiple measures (Achieve, 2019). In an 
analysis by the Learning Policy Institute, Kostyo, Cardichon, and Darling-Hammond (2018) 
found that the vast majority of states have included language and indicators regarding student 
access and achievement in a curriculum that emphasized student CCR. Principals leading for 
CCR must be knowledgeable about aspects of their state ESSA plan and how they can leverage 
its components to serve students (National Association of Secondary School Principals, 2019). 
IL ESSA plan and the CCR indicators. The Illinois state ESSA plan contains distinct 
accountability metrics for elementary schools and high schools (ISBE, 2018). A brief overview 
of the salient provisions will be provided here. The Illinois ESSA plan meaningfully 
differentiates schools through a four-tier rating system based on subgroup performance, 
graduation rates, and performance relative to all schools statewide. Academic indicators 
comprise 75% of a school’s rating with school quality/student success indicators comprising the 
other 25%. At the K-8 level, the academic indicators include English-language arts, math, and 
science proficiency and growth as well as proficiency by ELL students. School quality/student 
success indicators include chronic absenteeism, a climate survey, and a future fine arts indicator. 
At the high school level, SAT scores, science assessment performance, graduation rates, and 
ELL proficiency comprise the academic indicators. High school accountability is also based on 
ninth-grade on-track rates and the college and career readiness indicators. Figure 4 shows each 





2019-2020 Illinois ESSA Plan Component Percentages 
 
Note. Adapted from the Illinois ESSA plan executive summary (ISBE, 2018). 
 
As defined by the Illinois state ESSA plan, a student is considered CCR when they have 
met a variety of criteria by the time they graduate. Along with a grade point average (GPA) of 
2.8/4.0 and a 95% attendance rate during the final two years of high school, students must 
demonstrate CCR either by completing a College and Career Pathway Endorsement through the 
Postsecondary and Workforce Readiness Act or attaining a certain number of College and Career 
Readiness Indicators (CCRi) as shown in Table 3. Although the CCR component is a small 
percentage of the overall accountability program, it does operationalize CCR in a specific and 
intentional manner (English, Rasmussen, Cushing, & Therriault, 2016). The CCRi offer students 
multiple ways to demonstrate CCR, providing flexibility and individual options at the expense of 
a more unified definition of CCR. Finally, though the Illinois ESSA plan does value academic 
achievement through the weighting of the indicators, the CCRi incorporate multiple career-





Summary of Illinois ESSA plan College and Career Indicators (CCRi) 
 
 
ELA Academic Indicators 
Students attain at least one 
Math Academic Indicators 
Students attain at least one 
Career Ready Indicators 
Students attain at least three 
ELA AP Exam Score 3+ Math AP Exam Score 3+ Career Development 
Experience 
ELA AP Course Proficiency 
(A, B, or C) 
Math AP Course Proficiency 
(A, B, or C) 
 Industry Credential 
 ELA Dual Credit Course 
Proficiency (A, B, or C) 
Math Dual Credit Course 
Proficiency (A, B, or C) 
Commitment to Military 
Service 
International Baccalaureate 
ELA Course (A, B, or C) 
International Baccalaureate 
Math Course (A, B, or C) 
Dual Credit Career Pathway 
Course (College Credit 
Earned) 
Transitional English Course 
Proficiency (A, B, or C) 
Transitional Math Course 
Proficiency (A, B, or C) 
Complete a Program of Study 
Minimum SAT Score: 
Reading/Writing 480 
Algebra 2 Proficiency (A, B, 
or C) 
Attaining & Maintaining 
Consistent Employment for 
12+ Months 
  Minimum SAT Score: Math 




    25 Hours of Community 
Service 
    Two or More Organized Co-
Curricular Activities 
 
Note. Adapted from the Illinois ESSA plan executive summary (ISBE, 2018). 
 
preparation programming (Malin, Bragg, & Hackmann, 2017). A deeper discussion of career and 




Career and technical education (CTE) and the Perkins Acts. For many decades, a 
common organizational structure of U.S. high schools was to present two tracks: an academic 
track for students aspiring to attend college and a vocational track for students planning to 
directly enter the workforce (Wang, 2008). Over the course of many decades, vocational 
education has evolved into CTE, and indeed it continues to evolve. CTE became the preferred 
term as “the change reflected a gradual shift in nomenclature in the field, and was representative 
of the broader, more rigorous set of skill development activities that were designed to prepare 
students for the jobs of the 21st century” (Imperatore & Hyslop, 2017, p. 283). Modern CTE 
programs increasingly incorporate academically rigorous standards and stacked credentials that 
may lead students to a college degree or beyond (King & Wang, 2008). Instead of a sole focus on 
training for a specific job, current CTE programming provides students with preparation for 
college and careers through the purposeful learning of practical skills and knowledge within a 
particular career focus (Advance CTE, 2018). The evolving nature of CTE can be traced through 
its place in federal legislation and funding allocations. School leaders should understand and 
appreciate this evolution so that CTE can continue to innovate and respond to the needs of the 
national workforce (King & Wang, 2008). 
Historical overview of CTE legislation. Modern federal support for CTE has its roots in 
the Smith-Hughes Vocational Act of 1917 (Imperatore, 2017; National Conference of State 
Legislatures [NCSL], 2017). This act represents the first instance of the federal government 
investing in vocational training at the secondary level. Previously, federal involvement had been 
limited to the college level, specifically the Morrill Act of 1862 that established land-grant 
colleges for the purpose of agricultural and industrial skill development (Manley, 2011). The 




national security by providing federal dollars for the establishment and operation of state 
vocational education programs with the intent of providing trained workers for a growing class 
of semi-skilled occupations (Gordon, 2008; Imperatore & Hyslop, 2017). The act also required 
states to establish vocational education boards that laid the groundwork for many of the federal, 
state, and local partnerships that sustain CTE today (Manley, 2011).  
During the period between World War I and World War II, the Smith-Hughes Act was 
followed by other notable federal acts that expanded the scope of eligible occupations and 
programs (Gordon, 2008; Imperatore & Hyslop, 2017). Additional funding was also appropriated 
for teacher education, student organizations, and education intended to prepare students for jobs 
supporting the national defense (Imperatore, 2017; NCSL, 2017). Vocational education 
continued to receive federal attention and increased funding through the George-Barden Acts of 
1946 and 1956. In the 1960s, federal support for vocational education was expanded through 
another significant piece of legislation, the Vocational Education Act of 1963. This act provided 
flexibility to states because it moved from program-based funding to funding based on total 
student enrollment. It also earmarked funds for students from low-income households as well as 
those with special needs. Later amendments included language requiring equitable opportunities 
for female students (Imperatore, 2017; NCSL, 2017). In summary, support, priorities, and 
funding for CTE transitioned over the course of the mid-20th century from training future 
workers to improving education for students in these programs. 
Perkins Act and its evolution. In 1984, the Vocational Education Act was renamed and 
reauthorized as the Carl D. Perkins Vocational Education Act. The Perkins Act has since been 
amended and reauthorized multiple times, with each reauthorization signaling the federal 




country (Manley, 2011). The original Perkins Act extended the government’s focus from 
supporting existing programming to funding new programs geared towards innovation and 
underserved populations (Wang & King, 2008). Specifically, the act’s stated purposes included 
expanding, modernizing, and developing quality vocational education for the benefit of the 
country’s current and future workforce as well as promoting assisting the most economically 
struggling areas in each state (Gordon, 2008). In the interest of providing vocational education 
access to previously underserved or unserved populations, 57% of basic grant funds distributed 
to the state level were allocated for persons with disabilities, students from low-income 
households, English language learners, and adults in need of retraining or just entering the 
workforce (Wang & King, 2008). Technology integration and computer skills were also 
emphasized in the 1984 Perkins Act (Gordon, 2008). 
According to Imperatore (2017), as the act was updated and reauthorized in 1990 as the 
Carl D. Perkins Vocational and Applied Technology Education Act or Perkins II, contemporary 
CTE education began to take shape as partnerships between secondary and postsecondary 
agencies were incentivized, the integration of academics and CTE was strengthened, and 
accountability became part of the education landscape both generally and in the act. A few years 
later in 1998, the law was changed again to require states to distribute a larger percentage of 
grant dollars to the local level as well as further strengthening accountability through core 
indicators of progress that could subject states to sanctions if program targets were not met 
(Gordon, 2008; NCSL, 2017). This emphasis on accountability previewed a fundamental shift 
that was about to occur in federal involvement in education policy.  
Throughout the history of federal funding of CTE, the goals, strategies, and levels of 




signature educational policy of President George W. Bush, altered federal education policy 
dramatically through its emphasis on accountability, sanctions, and adequate yearly progress. 
The focus of NCLB was heavy on traditional academics and emphasized a “college for all” 
mentality all while omitting CTE indicators from its accountability system (Brewer, 2004; Gray, 
2004). NCLB led some educators to wonder if “almost 100 years of federal assistance for high 
school CTE could end abruptly” (Gray, 2004, p. 128). Ultimately, that dire prediction did not 
come to fruition. Imperatore and Hyslop (2017) noted that NCLB’s focus on academics and 
achievement became infused in the Perkins reauthorization debate and were ultimately reflected 
in the 2006 reauthorization, the Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical Education Improvement 
Act (Perkins IV). Not only was Perkins IV significant for its omission of “vocational,” but it also 
represented a revision in terms of priorities and accountability (Gordon, 2008).  
Perkins IV reimagined CTE in America through a new concept called “program of study” 
or POS, essentially a structure or pathway for students combining academic and technical 
education at the secondary level in coordination with a postsecondary credential-granting 
institution. Any school or organization that receives Perkins dollars was required to offer at least 
one such POS or program of study (Imperatore & Hyslop, 2017). Deil-Amen & DeLuca (2010) 
noted that the POS mandate was a significant attempt to “blur the lines between career relevant 
education and college preparation” (p. 41). In a quantitative study using data from large urban 
high school district in the Western U.S., Castellano, Richardson, Sundell, and Stone (2017) 
found that participation in a POS had a statistically significant impact on improved graduation 
rates. Furthermore, each additional CTE course completed by students was also correlated to 
high graduation rates. The study’s authors suggest that high school leaders should seek to 




Beyond their basis in empirical research, POS hold promise because they bring purpose 
and focus to secondary education and allow students to explore their career and college 
options at low risk. Rather than foreclosing options, POS enhance student engagement 
and achievement because they offer students opportunities to work with teachers, peers, 
and employer mentors to apply academic and technical knowledge and skills to the 
solution of intrinsically motivating real-world problems. (Castellano et al., 2017, p. 67) 
 
POS, with their focus on coordination both between traditional academics and CTE as well as 
across levels and institutions, are a foundational concept in effective CTE programs.  
The most recent reauthorization of the Perkins Act is entitled the Strengthening Career 
and Technical Education for 21st Century Act, commonly referred to as Perkins V. President 
Donald Trump signed the bill in 2018. In fact, the reauthorization of Perkins had languished 
during the presidency of Barack Obama, despite the bipartisan support his administration had 
enjoyed for ESSA and other education legislation with which Perkins does indeed have strong 
ties (Advance CTE 2018; Ferguson, 2018). Perkins V continues to position CTE as an integral 
part of CCR and also gives state and local leaders more discretion over how they spend Perkins 
dollars (Coppes, 2016). Principals may, therefore, have the opportunity to implement or expand 
CTE programming to prepare more students for success after high school. Additionally, in 
keeping with the past Perkins Acts being used to promote larger federal interests, Perkins V 
minimizes the role of the federal Department of Education and prohibits requirements related to 
the Common Core State Standards, both important policy and political moves for the Trump 
administration (Ferguson, 2018). Those standards, however, are still in use throughout at least 35 
states (Ujifusa, 2017) and will be discussed further in the next section. 
Models and Measurement of College and Career Readiness 
Under these federal and state policies, high school principals will need to articulate what 
being ready means and motivate staff to achieve that goal. They will also need to measure 




frameworks that are available to school leaders as they advance a CCR agenda. Data gathered 
through the implementation and measurement of CCR standards can be used to make inferences 
about student groups and inform policy and practice as well as identify the readiness level of 
individual students in order to plan interventions (Camara, Allen, & Moore, 2018; College & 
Career Readiness & Success Center, 2014; Zwick, 2018). However, definitions of CCR and 
measurement methods vary widely. Conley (2018) identified multiple existing CCR frameworks, 
and the following section presents a brief discussion of some of the most common frameworks 
available to principals. 
Common Core State Standards. Most states have adopted the 2010 Common Core 
State Standards (CCSS) that were developed through collaboration between the National 
Governors Association and Council of Chief State School Officers. The CCSS include CCR 
standards articulating what students are expected to know by the time they graduate high school 
(Achieve, 2017a). Research supports the CCSS as a resource for principals as they lead for CCR. 
Conley, Drummond, de Gonzalez, Rooseboom, and Stout (2011) conducted a study in which 
instructors at 4-year colleges and 2-year career or certificate programs were asked to rate the 
relevancy of each standard to the successful completion of their program requirements. Nearly 
all of the CCSS were rated as applicable or very applicable to postsecondary readiness. The 
English/Language Arts standards were deemed very applicable to a variety of first-year college 
courses, especially those concerning the comprehension of complex non-fiction texts and general 
writing skills. The standards that emphasized mathematical practices and problem-solving were 
also rated as very applicable. The findings of this study indicated that student mastery of the 




(2012) found that the CCSS were useful across disciplines and programs, both at the secondary 
and postsecondary levels. 
ACT College and Career Readiness Standards. The national assessment organization 
ACT offers its College and Career Readiness Standards, and these standards serve as the 
foundation of the ACT and Aspire exams (ACT, 2018). ACT’s standards are informed by 
empirical research, such as the organization’s “Ready for college and ready for work: Same or 
different?” study that found that the skills and knowledge required to successfully complete 
degree and certificate programs overlap and align with those necessary for career pathway and 
training programs (ACT, 2006). Specific skills identified in that report and subsequently 
included in the standards include those required to read complex informational texts, to draw 
conclusions from sources and data, and to solve complex or multi-step problems. Similar skills 
are emphasized in the test design framework of the SAT Suite of Assessments (College Board, 
2018).  
Conley’s four keys to college and career readiness. Conley (2007b, 2010, 2012) 
utilized evidence from multiple studies to develop a conceptual framework that includes four 
dimensions of postsecondary readiness: Key Content Knowledge, Key Cognitive Strategies, Key 
Learning Skills and Techniques, and Key Transition Knowledge and Skills. Briefly, Key Content 
Knowledge includes the foundational content of the core subject areas and the technical 
knowledge and skills relevant to student career aspirations as well as self-awareness of their 
mastery level and required effort. Key Cognitive Strategies are the cross-disciplinary ways of 
approaching new learning and tasks, including problem formulation and solving, analyzing and 
evaluating sources and viewpoints, and organizing projects and other work products for 




Although the content and academic skills are similar to the CCSS and ACT, Conley’s 
framework includes two additional elements. Key Learning Skills and Techniques are academic 
behaviors and habits of mind, which include ownership over learning techniques, self-
monitoring, time management, goal setting, and motivation. Finally, Key Transition Knowledge 
and Skills include a student’s awareness of postsecondary options, what courses or activities are 
necessary to be eligible for those options, and the realities of life beyond high school. The 
knowledge and skills needed to transition to life after high school include college or workforce 
norms and expectations for behaviors as well as self-advocacy and self-monitoring.  
Noncognitive skills and dispositions, sometimes referred to as soft skills or workplace 
skills, are difficult to measure and often overshadowed by many accountability policies’ 
emphasis on cognitive traits such as reading comprehension and mathematical achievement 
(Gaertner & Roberts, 2018). Furthermore, Castro (2013) critiqued Conley’s framework as color-
blind because it lacks the equity focus needed to address college readiness as a racialized 
phenomenon. Finally, the author himself found that further research is needed to validate 
existing conceptual models of CCR, especially longitudinally (Conley, 2018). 
Measurement. Policy mandates and accountability measures will require that principals 
articulate the urgency for change and focus professional staff, including teachers, guidance 
counselors, and other administrators, on the goal of CCR for all students. In one study, Park, 
Daly, and Guerra (2012) found that effective leaders use data strategically and regularly to drive 
improvement by crafting diagnostic, motivating, and prognostic frames to focus staff 
development and to create a sense of urgency for change in practice. Similarly, Lombardi, 
Conley, Seburn, and Downs (2013) found that leaders most effectively used data to drive 




be adequately prepared for college and career. Using data to identify system-level areas for 
improvement is an effective leadership practice (Roderick, Nagaoka, & Coca, 2009). Effective 
principals and other school staff also use data to identify students who are not CCR and to plan 
interventions (College & Career Readiness & Success Center, 2014). The effective use of 
measurement and data is a critical leadership behavior for principals. 
Measuring student CCR is a complex and evolving area of study. Chester (2018) stated, 
“readiness is a multidimensional construct, and no single measure will capture accurately the 
dimensions of readiness” (p. xi). Indeed, the difficulty of accurately measuring CCR is 
documented in the literature (Camara et al., 2018; Conley, 2007a, 2007b). The research on the 
use of national standardized assessments to measure CCR is well established; the ACT and SAT 
are highly regarded by postsecondary institutions, widely used in admissions and placement 
processes, and have strong predictive validity. Additionally, both assessments have empirically 
grounded benchmarks for CCR (ACT, 2018; Camara et al., 2018; College Board, 2018). 
Notably, Noble and Sawyer (2004) found that a student’s ACT score was a better predictor of 
first-year college success when combined with another indicator such as high school GPA, 
suggesting that incorporating multiple measures increases the validity and value of CCR 
measurement tools. This research was validated by the College Board, which also recommended 
that standardized test scores be combined with GPA in college admissions decisions (College 
Board, 2019). 
Limitations to the use of standardized test scores as a measurement of student CCR are 
also evident in the recent literature. One potential limitation is that standardized tests and CCR 
benchmarks do not account for a student’s individual plans and postsecondary plans (Barnes et 




does not take into account this individualization of the match between knowledge and skills on 
one hand, and aspirations on the other” (p. 1). In addition to the ACT and SAT, the PARCC and 
Smarter Balanced tests have been used by various states to measure CCR through an assessment 
of CCSS mastery. States such as Massachusetts and Texas have also developed their own state 
tests for CCR at the high school level. However, Brown and Conley (2007) analyzed available 
state assessments and found there was poor alignment between proficiency on most tests and 
what students would be expected to know and do in first-year college courses. Standardized 
assessments will likely continue to be a significant factor in CCR measurement; Camara et al. 
(2018) suggested that school leaders must help stakeholders and the public in general understand 
proficiency results derived from CCR benchmarks on the SAT and ACT.  
Principals can, therefore, utilize the recent research on CCR measurement to purposefully 
incorporate other measurement tools. A report from the National High School Center found that 
CCR can be measured in a variety of ways (Herlihy, 2007). These measures include on-track 
indicators such as credits accumulated, college applications completed, Advanced Placement 
(AP) credits, graduation rate, and 4-year college completion rates (Gheen, Smerdon, Hein, & 
Lebow, 2012). Local assessments, performance-based assessments, and dual credit completion 
rates can also be used to measure CCR (Center on Standards and Assessment Implementation 
[CSAI], 2018). Finally, according to Roderick et al. (2008), in addition to GPA and test scores, 
the other most prevalent indicator of readiness is the completion of the coursework needed for 
college admission. 
Recent research also indicates principals should look beyond academic data as they gauge 
student CCR. Stone and Lewis (2012) found that when standardized test scores and graduation 




academic knowledge or skills at the expense of the less easily measured career or employability 
skills. Unfortunately, there is significantly less empirical research on the non-academic aspects 
of CCR. Gaertner and Roberts (2018) analyzed measurement tools available for noncognitive 
skills and dispositions such as growth mindset, persistence, and work ethic. They identified 
multiple measurement tools available including student self-reporting, teacher observation, and 
situational judgment tests, but ultimately found that further research is needed to increase the 
validity of such measures and enhance their utility on a large scale. 
Principal Leadership 
Principal leadership has been well-examined in the literature. Three types of research 
evidence support the impact of principal leadership on student learning: qualitative case study 
evidence, large-scale quantitative studies on overall leader effects, and quantitative studies on 
specific leadership practices (Leithwood, 2005). For example, in an analysis of 69 studies 
involving over 600 principals, Marzano et al. (2005) identified 21 different leadership 
responsibilities incumbent upon modern principals. The job of the principal is undoubtedly 
complex and demanding. Research conducted by the National Association of Secondary Schools 
Principals showed that as additional responsibilities are assigned to the principalship, principals 
devote a substantial amount of time to non-instructional leadership activities such as school 
safety and facility management (Cooley & Shen, 2003). However, Hallinger (2003) synthesized 
research findings on principals as transformational and instructional leaders, finding that, 
although the role of the principal has evolved over time, the most recent trends of accountability 
and school improvement demand that principals exercise learner-focused leadership.  
Principals are the central source of school leadership and play a critical role in student 




(Leithwood, 2005; Leithwood et al., 2006; Louis et al., 2010; Wallace Foundation, 2013). 
Additionally, although principals must ensure that all students are prepared for future success, 
they must also monitor and address equity issues (Blankstein & Noguera, 2016; Hallinger, 2003; 
Ross & Berger, 2009). Learning-focused leadership practices promote effective instruction and 
increased student learning opportunities and outcomes (Hallinger, 2005; Leithwood & Louis, 
2012). Leadership for learning will be discussed in greater detail in the following section. 
Leadership for Learning 
The leadership for learning framework consists of five areas for action that advance 
powerful and equitable student learning: establishing a focus on learning, fostering professional 
communities that value learning, engaging with external environments, creating coherence and 
alignment across processes and systems, and engaging in strategic and shared leadership 
behaviors (Copland & Knapp, 2006; Knapp et al., 2003). The focus on learning extends to the 
professional culture of the school building which values and supports adult learning as well as 
student learning (Murphy et al., 2007). The leadership for learning framework also extends the 
learning focus beyond the school system through an emphasis on building relationships with 
external stakeholders who can enrich student and adult learning. This aspect of the leadership for 
learning is connected to leadership for CCR because ensuring true CCR will require school 
partnerships with both postsecondary educators and workplace leaders (Malin & Hackmann, 
2017a, 2017b).  
Furthermore, learning-focused leadership practices allow for and enable specific 
behaviors and actions that include redefining leadership roles, using data, evidence, and 
feedback, and focusing resources such as people, time, and money on learning (Knapp et al., 




framework in which leadership is viewed not solely as the actions and behaviors of a single, 
formal leader, but as a collection of activities occurring throughout an organization (Spillane, 
Halverson, & Diamond, 2001). In their large-scale study, Spillane et al. (2001) argued that “by 
taking leadership practice in a school as the unit of analysis, rather than an individual leader, 
[the] distributed theory of leadership focuses on how leadership practice is distributed among 
both positional and informal leaders” (p. 24). Distributed leadership, therefore, is a useful 
construct in examining leadership for CCR because the complexity of CCR will require broad 
leadership, in both formal and informal capacities.  
Learning leaders also connect the learning occurring at all levels of the system and ensure 
coherence (Copland & Knapp, 2006; Knapp et al., 2003). Leadership for learning also 
emphasizes a three-part agenda for school leaders: student learning, professional learning, and 
system learning. The leadership for learning framework emphasizes a leader’s commitment to 
developing a professional community of learning through relationship building and the belief in 
human capacity (Murphy et al., 2007; Knapp et al., 2003). According to Knapp et al. (2003), 
student learning depends on what teachers know and believe as well as what school and district 
leaders know and believe about supporting the learning of both students and teachers. Therefore, 
as demonstrated throughout the recent literature, leaders must have a deep knowledge of what 
constitutes CCR as well as how to best leverage staff and other resources to provide student 
learning opportunities. Furthermore, the professional learning agenda informs leadership for 
CCR because school leaders will need to develop their personnel to prepare students adequately 
along the multiple dimensions (Conley, 2010; Murphy et al., 2007; Knapp et al., 2003). 
 A final aspect of leadership for learning that undergirds leadership for CCR is the need 




opportunities, learning leaders also create opportunities for the organization to learn (Copland & 
Knapp, 2006; Copland, 2003). Systems theory is concerned with understanding the complex and 
dynamic nature of various interactions, and it promotes the concept of the learning organization, 
where knowledge is accumulated and shared to benefit the entire organization as well as 
individuals and teams (Senge, 2000). Learning organizations are nimble, continually expanding 
and applying the knowledge base and building their transformative capacity (Watkins & 
Marsick, 1999). In the case of CCR, school systems will likely have to build upon the concepts 
of personal mastery and team learning to initiate a reimagining of the “standard operating 
procedures, policies, the culture, work processes, and the information systems that maintain the 
memory of the organization” (Watkins & Marsick, 1999, p. 83). The school system must change 
and grow in response to the evolving demands of CCR. 
Leading for College and Career Readiness 
Spillane and Louis (2002) found that the connection between school improvement and 
student learning was not always natural or obvious, and for improvement efforts to be successful, 
leaders must focus on improving the core technology of schools: instruction. In a study more 
specific to CCR, Conley and McGaughy (2012) summarized recent developments in CCR and 
used those findings to recommend that principals and other school leaders establish a schoolwide 
focus on CCR, define and measure what is important for CCR, and align all courses to CCR 
standards or frameworks. The following sections discuss how principals can effectively lead 
their staffs and schools for CCR.  
Leading professional learning and developing staff. To lead for CCR, principals will 
need to ensure that school staff is prepared to meet the challenge of educating students for life 




critical for student success (Cawn, Ikemoto, Grossman, 2016; USDE, 2016a). Branch, Hanushek, 
and Rivkin (2012) conducted a large-scale analysis of student achievement data along with 
various principal and teacher factors, concluding that principals primarily influence their schools 
through the management of the teaching staff. The following section reviews the recent research 
on how high school principals can develop their professional staff as well as structure 
opportunities for professional collaboration.  
Professional development. The recent literature on CCR has identified the need for 
significant shifts in instructional strategies and level of rigor (Adelman, 2006; Alberti, 2012; 
Deil-Amen & DeLuca, 2010). Pedagogical Content Knowledge (PCK) is defined as “amalgam of 
knowledge of content and pedagogy that is central to the knowledge needed for teaching” (Yoon, 
Duncan, Lee, Scarloss, & Shapely, 2007, p. 37) and includes the best instructional strategies to 
formulate and present particular content to learners in a developmentally appropriate manner. 
PCK is also what allows teachers to make complex content accessible and comprehensible to 
students (NASSP, 2004; Venezia & Jaeger, 2013; Yoon et al., 2007). Initiatives like the CCSS 
can help educators to identify what should be taught, but multiple studies have shown that 
teachers likely need professional development on varied instructional strategies to implement 
these standards and expectations effectively (Jenkins & Agamba, 2013; Marrongelle, Sztajn, & 
Smith 2013; Venezia & Jaeger, 2013). Conley (2010) summarized the shifts in high school 
teaching required to prepare students to succeed at the postsecondary level, emphasizing a 
sustained focus on high expectations with an emphasis on varied levels of support or scaffolding. 
Appropriate professional development opportunities can equip teachers with the 
knowledge and skill set to deploy strategies to develop postsecondary readiness among all 




professional development, which may be fragmented or characterized by “one-off” workshops, 
to a system of professional learning focused on improving teacher practice (Darling-Hammond et 
al., 2014; Guskey, 2007; Jenkins & Agamba, 2013; Venezia & Jaeger, 2013). Notably, a more 
recent study found that principals engaged in the promotion of CCR believed teachers learn best 
through experience and experimentation (Malin & Hackmann, 2017b), which supports the shift 
from traditional professional development to ongoing professional learning. A Research-to-
Practice Brief released by the National Comprehensive Center for Teacher Quality advocated for 
a systems approach to professional development and identified important shifts in moving from 
professional development to professional learning (Cogshall, 2012). Professional learning 
emphasizes job-embedded learning activities that are integrated with the daily work of the 
teacher as opposed to occurring off-site and distinct from classroom practice. This report cites 
numerous studies into various aspects of professional learning but noted the lack of research 
specifically related to CCR.  
One study that did address professional learning in the context of CCR was conducted by 
Hafner, Joseph, and McCormick (2010), who found that when professional development was 
used to enhance the PCK of secondary teachers, enabling them to ensure mastery by their 
students, those students were better prepared for college and careers. In another study, Cline, 
Bissell, Hafner, and Katz (2007) identified successful professional development programs as 
being focused on increasing secondary educator skill in teaching students the reading and writing 
skills needed for success at the college level. 
 In addition to traditional content and skills present in the CCSS, principals and teachers 
must also ensure that students are learning the cognitive strategies necessary for students to 




research to engage in analysis and inferencing, and effectively communicate are predictors of 
student success in both traditional collegiate programs as well as career certificate programs 
(Conley & McGaughy, 2012). Additionally, students also need a variety of self-management and 
academic habits of mind such as goal setting, persistence, and collaboration (Cline et al., 2007; 
Conley, 2010). Because these behaviors are not tied to a specific content area and not 
specifically included in traditional content standards including the CCSS, teachers may not have 
the PCK to teach them deliberately or effectively (Conley, 2010; Venezia & Jaeger, 2013). 
Although several states, including Illinois, have adopted Social and Emotional Learning 
Standards, teachers will likely need additional training and professional learning opportunities to 
make the connections between those standards and skills and the postsecondary readiness goal 
(Dymnicki, Sambolt, & Kidron, 2013; Venezia & Jaeger, 2013). 
Professional collaboration. Another area of recent CCR literature concerns professional 
collaboration, which includes principals incorporating regular opportunities for teachers to work 
collaboratively within content areas, across content areas, and with postsecondary professionals. 
Within content areas, collaboration enriches the development of techniques and strategies that 
involved specific content knowledge (Bausmith & Barry, 2011; Conley, 2010; Van Driel & 
Barry, 2012). Park, Pearson, and Richardson (2017) found that the role of ongoing and 
systematic professional collaboration was crucial to success in student CCR, influencing 
teaching practices and creating instructional partnerships. Their study found that when teachers 
in traditional academic areas and those from traditional career, technical, and vocational areas 
worked together, it enhanced the practice of both groups.  
Similarly, Malin and Hackmann (2017b) found that both CTE and core academic 




collaborative structures and processes implemented by district and school leaders. The emphasis 
on collaboration allowed educators all subject areas to focus on authentic research tasks, career 
connections, and instruction relevant to postsecondary success. Collaborative structures such as 
the Professional Learning Community model were also used to provide professional learning 
opportunities in high schools adopting a Career Academy model (Malin & Hackmann, 2017a).  
A third aspect of collaborative professional learning explores the value of secondary and 
postsecondary instructors negotiating the differences between what high schools teach and what 
colleges or employers expect, ideally working together to identify the essential knowledge and 
skills required for success (Cline et al., 2007; Conley, 2010; Hackmann, 2013; Venezia & Jaeger, 
2013). Furthermore, Conley and McGaughy (2012) identified partnering with postsecondary 
institutions and local businesses as an essential task for principals and district leaders. The 
research of Malin and Hackmann (2017a, 2018) also supported the critical role that community 
and business leaders can play in leadership for CCR. 
 Advising programs and services. To meet the challenge of leading for CCR, principals 
will need to develop and leverage the entire school system, including academics, career 
programming, and counseling staff (Stone & Lewis, 2012). Although research has consistently 
validated the essential role of teachers, leading for CCR will also require principals to develop 
and enhance their guidance counseling staff and programs. (Perna et al., 2007). Additional 
research on student perceptions and aspirations highlights the critical role of guidance counselors 
and advisers (Kimura-Walsh, Yamamura, Griffin, & Allen, 2009; Paolini, 2015). Dahir, 
Burnham, Stone, and Cobb (2010) conducted a quantitative study of principal-counselor 
relationships that could serve as a resource for principals leading for CCR. Their study 




into the overall school program. Research on student perceptions highlights the critical need for 
principals to attend to this aspect of CCR. For example, Venezia and Kirst (2005) analyzed data 
from a large-scale national survey of high school students. They found that although 88% of 
students were interested in continuing their education, far fewer knew how to apply or obtain 
financial aid. Furthermore, only a small percentage knew how their high school course-taking 
impacted their eligibility for college.  
Several studies have indicated that many students lack access to trained and informed 
counselors (Mayer 2008; Ndura et al., 2003; Stone, 1998). Students are more likely to achieve 
postsecondary success when school staff has provided all students access to college-going 
knowledge such as how to apply to postsecondary programs and how to obtain financial aid 
(Bettinger, Long, Oreopoulos, & Sanbonmatsu, 2009; Perna et al., 2007). Due to lack of training 
or unreasonably large caseloads, studies have shown that school counselors sometimes provide 
incorrect and outdated advice to students regarding college access, preparation, and 
postsecondary options for students (Kimura et al., 2009; Thompson, 2008). Therefore, principals 
leading for CCR should ensure that counselors and other advising staff are trained to provide 
accurate and current information, including the viability of postsecondary education other than 4-
year colleges and universities (Anctil, Smith, Schenck, & Dahir, 2012; Patton, 2015). School 
staff may be unaware of the opportunities for students in career credential programs and 
apprenticeships (Carnevale et al., 2011; Feller, 2003). 
The research indicates that in addition to counselor professional development, principals 
can enhance the role of counselors in advising for student CCR by implementing policies and 
protocols that ensure that all students have access appropriate and timely information about the 




to counselors, the American School Counselor Association (ASCA) recommends that the student 
to counselor ratio be 250:1. However, counselors routinely serve far more students on their 
caseloads; the national average was recently found to be 482:1 (Hawkins, 2018). Where feasible, 
principals should allocate resources to ensure that all students have appropriate access to a 
trained adviser.  
There are also several frameworks available to principals and their counselors. ASCA 
promotes a set of national standards that identify and organize the knowledge, skills, and 
dispositions that students should possess as a result of their school counseling program (ASCA, 
2004). Additionally, states such as Illinois offer their own frameworks. As mentioned earlier in 
this chapter, ISBE adopted the Postsecondary and Career Expectations (PaCE) framework that 
specifies what students should know and do throughout the secondary level in order to make 
decisions about selecting and financing future education opportunities as well as preparing for 
careers (ISBE, 2017), although school districts are not mandated to use this tool. Significantly, 
the Illinois PaCE framework spans grades 6-12, suggesting the importance of beginning CCR 
activities before the first day of high school. Relatedly, a recent article on career readiness 
activities at the middle school detailed the opportunities and challenges of incorporating career 
exploration activities at that level (Strom, 2019). As many states and districts have taken steps to 
reinvigorate their CTE programs, there has been a trickle-down effect to elementary and middle 
grades based on the belief that contextualizing learning within career exploration will not only 
engage students but also give them the information they need to make good decisions about their 
future education pathways. While critics warn of the potential tracking based on middle school 
interest, advocates cite the benefits for low-income students who might have less exposure to a 




and career exploration activities for young learners is scant. However research has demonstrated 
that the misalignment between educational planning and student aspirations begins as early as 
middle school and can disproportionately affect the success rates of Latinx students, first 
generation college students, and those from low income families (Perry et al., 2016). 
Leading for CCR will also require principals to ensure equity issues are addressed in 
advising as well. Research has found that counselors often use their own judgments and beliefs 
about what is best for students in the absence of standardized test scores or when they discounted 
the scores or grades on which placement systems are based (Mayer, 2008). Similarly, Stone 
(1998) found students scoring in a particular high score range were not uniformly placed in the 
advanced math track, but that there were disparities based on socioeconomic status. Welton and 
Martinez (2014) found that many Students of Color were simply unaware of the requirements for 
the college preparatory opportunities available to them or even that such courses or programs 
existed. The researchers suggested that Students of Color, in particular, can benefit from a more 
culturally-responsive approach that builds upon trust and relationships developed with school 
staff. Paolini (2015) found that Students of Color in particular reported needing and wanting 
more support in postsecondary planning. To that end, the researcher suggested that it is 
incumbent on counselors to provide detailed information about college planning, and financial 
aid resources. Ndura et al. (2003) suggest that counselors can play an important role in 
increasing interest and access in advanced coursework for Students of Color, especially Hispanic 
students, by being more proactive in their service delivery. By supporting school counselors and 





Developing systems and practices. Park et al. (2017) suggested that CCR is a complex 
and dynamic issue that may require a reimagining of American schooling at the structural level 
as well as innovative resource allocation. Furthermore, Carnevale (2008) cited the “knowledge 
economy” as one of the primary drivers of the importance of CCR; workers with the ability and 
dispositions to continue learning are more valuable to employers. These calls to action present 
principals with the leadership challenge of redefining the traditional high school model. This 
section reviews the research on how principals can ensure all students have access to a high 
school curriculum that weaves together career skills and knowledge with the traditional academic 
curriculum in order to graduate prepared for success after high school.  
Integrating college and career preparation. As noted previously, high schools have 
traditionally presented an academic track and a vocational track (Wang, 2008). Over the course 
of many decades, however, vocational education has evolved into CTE, and indeed it continues 
to evolve. CTE became the preferred term as “the change reflected a gradual shift in 
nomenclature in the field, and was representative of the broader, more rigorous set of skill 
development activities that were designed to prepare students for the jobs of the 21st century” 
(Imperatore & Hyslop, 2017, p. 283). CTE is well positioned to be a fundamental lever for CCR 
since it is designed with the postsecondary transition in mind and most every high school student 
takes at least one CTE course (King & Wang, 2008). Yet some educators, parents, and 
policymakers still have outdated or limited knowledge of what CTE represents for the 21st 
century (DeWitt, 2017). Principals must work to educate not only themselves but also their 





Since Perkins IV, state education agencies, advocacy groups, and local school districts 
have been working to align CTE with broader improvement efforts (Bottoms, 2008). Modern 
CTE programs are increasingly incorporating academically rigorous standards and stacked 
credentials that lead students to a college degree or beyond (King & Wang, 2008). Instead of a 
sole focus on training for a specific job, current CTE programming provides students with 
preparation for college and careers through the purposeful learning of practical skills and 
knowledge within a particular career focus (Advance CTE, 2018).  
Deil-Amen and DeLuca (2010) analyzed data on high school course-taking patterns and 
found that 40% of high school students were not being served well by either the traditional 
academic track or less rigorous CTE programming, often ending up in remedial community 
college courses that do not result in degree attainment. The authors suggest that integrating the 
traditional college-preparatory curriculum with career-focused programming would better 
prepare students, especially this underserved segment, for a postsecondary education that will 
allow them to be successful in the current and evolving labor market. Effective methods of 
integrating academic and career preparation include incorporating more core academic content 
into CTE courses, emphasizing career exploration and relevancy in traditional core courses, and 
creating team-taught courses where academic and CTE teachers work together (Glatthorn, Jailall, 
& Jailall, 2017). Additionally, the Career Academy model has the potential to significantly 
impact CCR (Malin & Hackmann, 2017a). 
As Carnevale (2010) noted, “the aversion to integrating CTE programs into the secondary 
and postsecondary system is an opportunity lost” (p. 13). The recent research supports this 
statement. A report by the Partnership for 21st Century Skills, Association for Career and 




Consortium (2010) analyzed economic and workforce data, concluding that integrating academic 
content, CTE programming, and the development of the workforce skills is the best strategy for 
preparing students to meet the demands of the modern economy. Across content areas, Park et al. 
(2017) analyzed several studies focused on the integration of college and career knowledge and 
skills in math, literacy, science and CTE coursework. They found that such integration had a 
positive effect on academic achievement when it was ongoing and not an isolated event. Finally, 
the results of several experimental design studies conducted by the National Center for Career 
and Technical Education Research showed that integrating core academics with CTE coursework 
improved student achievement on academic tests (Park et al., 2017). 
Work-based learning. Another aspect of CCR at the high school level which appears 
frequently in the current literature is work-based learning (WBL). Broadly, WBL is defined as “a 
strategy that helps students apply academic and technical skills and develop employability skills” 
(Alfeld, Charner, Johnson, & Watts, 2013). In practice, WBL can take the form of any training 
that takes place within the context of a school-business partnership where the student has the 
opportunity to develop workplace skills through instruction at the work site and, often, at the 
school as well (Showalter & Spiker, 2016). Through participation in WBL, students can explore 
career pathways, reinforce and extend their classroom learning experience, and build and 
demonstrate skills in an authentic setting (Advance CTE, 2016; Fuller Hamilton, 2015; Gibney, 
2015).  
WBL structures have been categorized into three main categories: internships and 
cooperative education, youth apprenticeships, and school-based enterprises (Alfeld et al., 2013; 
Gibney, 2015). Other experiences such as field trips, job shadowing, and service learning are 




al. (2013), internships are sustained workplace learning activities that last anywhere from a few 
weeks to an academic year, but some internships may also be completed during summer. 
Cooperative education is similar but may have a tighter connection to the classroom and include 
teacher supervision. Apprenticeships are a WBL program that emphasize learning by doing; the 
student is usually considered an employee while working as an apprentice. Finally, school-based 
enterprise refers to WBL programming where students are learning to work in a business inside 
the school such as a restaurant or print shop.  
Although WBL can be implemented in a variety of ways, best practices include forming 
strong partnerships between the school and business communities, offering consistent 
development and support activities, and creating pathways for the student’s postsecondary 
employment (Advance CTE, 2016; Alfeld et al., 2013). Additionally, WBL programs that 
include paying the student for their work especially benefit low income and other traditionally 
underserved populations (Showalter & Spiker, 2016). Alfeld et al. (2013) noted that “it is 
challenging and requires extensive resources to implement a high-quality WBL program for high 
school students, but it can be done” (p. 10).  
According to Fuller Hamilton (2015), the primary benefits of WBL to students include 
linking classroom learning and career exploration to the real world of careers, exposure to career 
pathways, opportunities, and goals of which they might not have otherwise been aware, and the 
development of soft skills that will help them in attaining success. Additionally, educators may 
also benefit through professional learning opportunities that arise from their participation in 
WBL programming. 
Prior research has identified the need for systemic growth in WBL; additional support is 




Finally, WBL is best conceptualized within a continuum of experiences from career awareness 
and exploration in the early and middle grades to career-specific preparation and training in high 
school and beyond (Fuller Hamilton, 2015). Tennessee, for example, has created a “K to J” 
program that outlines the steps and supports from kindergarten to job attainment (Gibney, 2015).  
Aligning practices and structures to the CCR goal. Hallinger and Heck (1996) reviewed 
15 years of empirical research on the principal’s role and school effectiveness. They found that 
principal leadership can make a significant difference in student learning, especially when 
principals exercise their leadership to influence internal school processes. These processes can 
include aspects of the curriculum such as requirements, placement, and program access. CCR 
policy developments will require principals to address the policies, practices, and procedures that 
can function as barriers to student CCR.  
High school credits. Conley (2011) suggested that accountability will need to shift from 
diploma attainment to postsecondary success, with a resulting focus not just on graduation rates, 
but on successful transitions to life after high school. Cline et al. (2007) found that the gap 
between a high school diploma and true readiness is apparent in the remediation rates for first-
year students in both certificate and degree programs. One area of research, then, that may be 
useful to principals as they lead for CCR is how the high school coursework available to and 
required of students can impact postsecondary eligibility and readiness. Adelman (2006) found 
that the completion of a rigorous high school curriculum was the foundation of future 
educational success. That study and others support high school diploma requirements that 
include four years of English, at least three years of math and science, sustained foreign language 
and/or CTE study, and coordinated series of other elective courses (Adelman, 2006; CSAI, 2016; 




According to a study by the Center on Standards & Assessment Implementation (2016), 
all states prescribe minimum credit requirements for a high school diploma, but less than half of 
these are aligned with admissions requirements established by postsecondary education 
providers. Some states have addressed this gap by enacting state-level graduation requirements 
that more closely align with the requirements of their state universities (Achieve, 2011). A recent 
report by the Center for American Progress suggested that in states where the minimum diploma 
requirements do not align with CCR research, principals should consider advocating for more 
rigorous and comprehensive local requirements or, alternatively, establish advising systems in 
which all stakeholders are aware of the gaps between high school diploma requirements and 
college admission and success (Jimenez & Sargrad, 2018).  
Principals must also be knowledgeable about the impact of tiered diplomas either at the 
state or district level. In a tiered diploma system, there are minimum requirements for a basic 
diploma and higher, more rigorous requirements for an elevated or achievement diploma. One 
consequence of tiered diplomas is that important courses needed for college admission are not 
offered or emphasized for all students. Stone (1998) found that policies and practices that place 
students in remedial or alternate math pathways function as “gatekeepers” because they do not 
allow a student to begin accumulating the courses they need for most college admissions, such as 
Algebra 2. Similarly, La Prade (2011) found that although research on tracking has prompted 
many schools to collapse or eliminate tracks, selective placement criteria can prevent some 
students from accessing the courses needed for college admission. Without courses such as 
Algebra 2, rigorous science coursework, and sufficient English credits, students will not meet the 
minimum requirements to even apply to a 4-year college (Adelman, 2006; Jimenez & Sargrad, 




opportunities, these policies undermine the readiness goal (Welton & Martinez, 2014). Principals 
leading for CCR should examine the practices in their school systems.  
Access to advanced coursework. Another area of research concerns how school leaders 
can increase opportunities for students to develop CCR through advanced coursework. Lee and 
Burkam (2003) found that the coursework that students have access to impacts college readiness, 
a finding that was also supported by Herlihy (2007). Yates (2013) argued that the curriculum to 
which students have access has an impact beyond the skills and knowledge they are able to learn: 
“Curriculum plays into social difference and inequality not just by ‘who gets what’ but by what 
students learn to understand about themselves and others from the curriculum they are exposed 
to” (p. 48). Research has shown that supporting student exposure to college-level coursework in 
high school increases postsecondary success (Dougherty, Mellor, & Jian, 2006; Eimers & 
Mullen, 2003). The Illinois ESSA CCRi emphasize college-level coursework through a variety 
of academic indicators. One of these is the International Baccalaureate (IB), an international 
diploma program emphasizing critical thinking and independent research (Illinois International 
Baccalaureate Schools, n.d.). Though included in the CCRi, IB is not widely offered in Illinois 
high schools with only a few public schools offering the program. Therefore, IB will not be 
explored in-depth in this section. The research on two the most common avenues for advanced 
coursework, AP and dual credit, can guide the work of principals. 
Advanced Placement. The academic research community has provided policymakers and 
practitioners a significant body of research on the relationship between participation in AP 
courses in high school and subsequent college success (Judson & Hobson, 2015; Klopfenstein & 
Thomas, 2009; Sadler, Sonnert, Tai, & Klopfenstein, 2010; Smith, Hurwitz, & Avery, 2017). For 




completed an AP course and passed the exam scored higher on their college entrance exams. 
Additionally, the College Board’s own researchers have also published frequent studies 
demonstrating the positive relationship between AP performance and college achievement 
(Ewing & Howell, 2015; Godfrey, Wyatt, & Beard, 2016; Patterson, Packman, & Kobrin, 2011). 
Other studies, such as Klopfenstein and Thomas (2009), found no relationship between simply 
participating in an AP course and first-year college performance. However, Smith et al. (2017) 
found that passing an AP exam increased the probability that a student would graduate college 
within four years, indicating that principals should facilitate opportunities for all students to 
access college-preparatory coursework, while emphasizing the rigorous instruction needed for 
students to pass the end-of-course exam (Dougherty et al., 2006; Herlihy, 2007). Furthermore, 
recent research has established connections between AP coursework and CTE opportunities 
(Advance CTE & College Board, 2018). 
Multiple studies support the relationship between enrolling in rigorous high school 
coursework, including AP classes, and being better prepared for college; yet Students of Color, 
ELL students, economically-disadvantaged students, and students with disabilities have less 
access to advanced college-preparatory level coursework (Kanno & Kangas, 2014; Ndura et al., 
2003). In the early 2000s, the issue of inequitable AP participation began to appear regularly in 
the research (Klopfenstein, 2004). The Education Trust examined the 2010 performance of 1.5 
million AP test-takers and compared it with national data on all public schools, ultimately 
finding that significant gaps in AP participation rates persisted based on race and family income 
levels (Theokas & Saaris, 2013). In a more recent study, Judson (2017) analyzed participation 
and achievement data specific to the science and math AP courses and exams. The author found 




narrowing, especially in terms of access. To address these gaps, policymakers at the federal and 
state levels have introduced programs to both support and incentivize the expansion of AP 
generally and to traditionally underrepresented groups through grant funding and fee reduction 
initiatives (Jeong, 2009; Judson, 2017). In the pursuit of equity, principals were also encouraged 
to examine their school’s data and engage in recruiting efforts targeting underrepresented student 
groups (Theokas & Saaris, 2013). 
Dual credit programs. Dual credit programs, which include coursework taken at high 
school campus for college credit, dual enrollment courses at local colleges, and articulated credit 
opportunities, are another avenue for schools to provide access to advanced coursework. Smith 
(2007) found that participation in dual credit programs had a significant impact on students’ 
postsecondary aspirations. Eimers and Mullen (2003) similarly found that dual credit participants 
were more likely to be successful in first-year college courses. In addition to offering students 
more rigorous learning opportunities, dual credit programs also help students adjust to the 
expectation of postsecondary education with support from high school staff, shorten the length of 
time students will devote to earning their next credential, and often provide a cost savings to 
students and families (ACT, 2015).  
Although the benefits of dual credit programs are known, dual credit participation is 
limited throughout the U.S. by financial constraints, local eligibility requirements, and state 
regulations (Zinth & Barnett, 2018). Taylor (2015) found that dual credit participation benefitted 
all students, but the effect sizes were lower for low-income students and Students of Color, 
suggesting the presence of inequities. ACT (2015) also found that students from low-income 
households were underrepresented in dual credit programs. Few states subsidize or waive the 




policy brief for the Education Commission of the States, Zinth and Barnett (2018) suggested that 
state, district, and school leaders could broaden access to dual credit programs by implementing 
developmental coursework for academically mid-range students, creating transitional courses in 
English and math to help students avoid remedial coursework, and expanding dual credit CTE 
offerings. Principals can also support more high school teachers attaining the credentials needed 
to become dual credit instructors on their campuses as part of leading for CCR. 
In Illinois school systems, Taylor and Lichtenberger (2013) found that the although the 
number of high school students participating in dual credit is steadily increasing, students who 
are White, middle or upper class, and already high achieving are more likely to access dual credit 
than Students of Color, low-income students, and lower academically achieving students. Some 
of these discrepancies are due to the level of dual credit access at different high schools around 
the state. The researchers suggest that policymakers should create incentives for high schools to 
expand dual credit offerings and to support expansion at schools with low participation rates. 
Both policymakers and practitioners should raise awareness of the benefits of dual credit and the 
options available to students. 
CCR and Traditionally-Underserved Student Groups 
Research indicates that enrolling in rigorous high school coursework, including AP 
classes, can better prepare all students for college; yet Students of Color, English language 
learners, low SES students, and students with disabilities have less access to advanced college-
preparatory level coursework and are underrepresented in postsecondary programs, especially 4-
year colleges (Barbara, 2010; Cabrera & La Nasa, 2001; Darling-Hammond & Friedlander, 
2008; Ndura et al., 2003). There is a myriad of contributing factors, including structural issues 




2004). For example, a 2016 Civil Rights Data Collection report showed that fewer high schools 
serving high Black and Latinx student populations offer Algebra II, calculus, physics, and 
chemistry compared to less diverse high schools (USDE, 2016b). In another large-scale 
quantitative study, Schoener and McKenzie (2016) found that Students of Color do not 
experience equitable access to foreign language classes and therefore may fall short of meeting 
the admission requirements of many 4-year universities. In another qualitative study, Kanno and 
Kangas (2014) found that ELL students and their families were less likely to successfully 
navigate the school system, including understanding the course selection process and their right 
to object to a low placement.  
 Indeed, Students of Color and students from low-income families are often 
overrepresented in lower tracks. As Tomlinson and Javius (2012) noted, “it’s frequently the case 
that students attend classes that correlate highly with learners’ race and socioeconomic status, 
with less privileged students in lower learning groups or tracks and more privileged students in 
more advanced ones” (p. 29). Low-track classes generally do not provide students with the skills 
needed to become college ready (Horn, 2006; Tomlinson & Javius, 2012). Additionally, schools 
serving majority Students of Color populations are more likely to employ teachers who are 
underprepared or even completely unqualified to teach particular subjects and levels (George & 
Aronson, 2003). This also impacts which courses can be offered since AP and other dual credit 
courses require specifically credentialed teachers.  
 In a dissertation study, Adkins-Barlow (2017) examined effective practices of high 
school principals in developing CCR in traditionally underserved student groups. That study 
found that effective principals build professional capacity, establish and convey a vision, and 




the need to create connections with external partners and the challenges that many principals 
faced in creating partnerships with outside agencies, community members, and parents of 
students. Better training for principals was proposed as one solution to this problem. 
The role of families in CCR. Families play one of the most important roles in student 
aspirations for future education and career achievement, and this is true regardless of race, 
ethnicity, family income, or language spoken in the home (Cooper, Chavira, & Mena, 2005). 
Ndura et al. (2003) found that parents were the most influential people in encouraging students to 
enroll in AP courses. Although parents of Color, immigrant parents, or low SES parents 
generally support their children’s postsecondary aspirations, they may not fully understand the 
specifics of college readiness, including what courses are required for college admission and 
success, if they have not attended college themselves, or did so in another country (Cabrera & La 
Nasa, 2001; Cooper et al., 2005; Horn, 2006). Parents from certain cultural backgrounds avoid 
active participation at the school site so as to not be viewed as meddling or interfering (George & 
Aronson, 2003; Kanno & Kangas, 2014). While these parents believe that the school is 
ultimately responsible for the quality of educational services, they support their students through 
a nurturing environment in the home, an emphasis on work ethic and perseverance, and the 
reinforcement of college-going expectations often through parental lessons learned (Welton & 
Martinez, 2014). Further studies have found that parent participation in school functions is a 
significant positive predictor of both high school completion and postsecondary enrollment, and 
this research has been validated for both African American students and Latinx students (Perna 
& Titus, 2005; Yamamura, Martinez, & Saenz, 2010). 
Ross (2016) used longitudinal data to confirm that parent expectations contribute to 




school functions is a significant positive predictor of both high school completion and 
postsecondary enrollment. More recently, Paugh (2018) conducted a qualitative study of three 
Mexican American high school students and found that parent involvement is critical to 
postsecondary success. Parents generally support the college-going expectations of their students 
and used their own non-college background to motivate their students to succeed. This study 
suggested that principals should utilize strategies to build engagement with these families. 
Similarly, Morgan, Sinatra, and Eschenauer (2015) found that school, family, and community 
partnerships contribute to the graduation rates and college enrollment of low-income students. 
Schools should incorporate procedures and strategies that help all families become 
knowledgeable about key transition skills, but these skills are particularly vital to students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds. 
Monitoring for equity in systems and practices. Beyond measuring CCR at the student 
and school level, principals leading for CCR must also use data to monitor progress towards 
equitable access and outcomes for Students of Color, ELL students, students with disabilities, 
and those from economically-disadvantaged families. ESSA, as well as the period of NCLB 
waivers preceding it, represented a significant shift away from the strict AYP-based 
accountability policies. School leaders, however, must continue to disaggregate subgroup data 
and address gaps, even when state-level plans do not emphasize this practice. For example, 
Malin et al. (2017) suggested that the language of the ESSA plan makes it likely that local school 
leaders will need to focus on data related attaining CCR goals with special attention paid to 
equity issues.  
Indeed, a subsequent analysis by Hackmann, Malin, and Bragg (2019) demonstrated that 




address persistent inequities instead adopting a color-blind approach “rather than developing 
CCR plans to address inequitable outcomes for student subgroups” (p. 2). The authors note that, 
in transition between the Obama and Trump administrations, the state-level template was altered 
resulting in a substantially decreased focus on both CCR and equity concerns. The authors 
expressed concern that the lack of equity-mindedness required of states would not manifest the 
changes needed to institutional policies and practices that have long hampered the educational 
attainment and economic and social mobility of traditionally underserved groups. Hackmann et 
al. (2019) noted, “the state plans tended to include a menu of options through which all students 
would gain access, endorsing a color-blind framing that is inconsistent with equity” (p. 22), 
noting that the plans did not generally explain how equitable access or outcomes would be 
achieved. Although the Illinois plan was found to have a high degree of focus on CCR was 
highly rated by the National Urban League (2019), the state’s plan has a minimal equity focus, 
instead offering a series of indicators in the menu-style described above.  
The lack of focus at the federal or state level creates wide variability in how school 
leaders address issues of equity, access, and participation in CCR programs and activities with 
examples in the literature of best practice. For instance, Sampson, Moore, and Roegman (2019) 
detailed how one New Jersey district advanced equity through their use of disaggregated data. 
District leaders discovered that their reliance on aggregate data and their "all students" mindset 
concealed inequities. They developed an opportunity index to visually represent and monitor the 
under or overrepresentation of student subgroups in programs such as AP or low-tracked math 
courses. 
Many schools and systems, however, do not use data as effectively. In a study of high 




used data to drive continuous improvement, the lack of focus on subgroup performance impeded 
system-level equity. When school leaders do not approach access and achievement data through 
an equity lens, barriers to college readiness access and opportunities will not be identified or 
addressed (Blankstein & Noguera, 2016). As noted previously, Castro (2013) critiqued Conley’s 
Keys to College Readiness, as “color blind” because it lacks the equity focus needed to address 
college readiness as a racialized phenomenon. Because research exists on how schools can better 
serve these traditionally underserved students, it is essential that practitioners take steps to 
practice equity-focused leadership (Blankstein & Noguera, 2016; Sampson et al., 2019). These 
strategies include intentional use of disaggregated data, the identification and remedy of 
structural barriers such as course access, and the allocation of resources to support student 
postsecondary preparation, access, and success.  
Principals as Policy Actors 
 Principals are often tasked with implementing local, state, and federal policies, and there 
is a growing body of research on the role of principals in policy implementation (Honig, 2003, 
Jabbar, 2016; Rigby, 2015). According to Rigby, Woulfin, and Marz (2016), “policy 
implementation is a daily event in schools and districts” (p. 295) and there is a need to 
understand how principals navigate policy in their local context and translate the policy for their 
staff, students, and stakeholders. Several studies have focused on principals and accountability 
policies. In one such study, Louis and Robinson (2012) utilized survey and case study data in a 
mixed methods design to examine how U.S. school leaders, including principals, made sense of 
accountability policies. The researchers found that school leaders were more willing to embrace 
external policy mandates when they felt support by district leaders and when they viewed the 




significantly, principals who experienced coherence of their leadership and the policy were 
viewed as more effective by their staff.  
In another study that was part of a larger ethnographic examination of educator 
experiences under NCLB, Koyama (2013) utilized interview methods to examine how New York 
City principals navigate and perceived accountability policy. The findings showed that although 
principals were often cast as either NCLB “dupes” or “resistors,” the principals were actually 
more innovative and savvier in the ways that they negotiated federal regulations and district 
policies. For example, half of the principals interviewed were so dissatisfied with district-
provided data tools that they employed alternate methods that they felt better met the needs of 
their schools and staffs, leading the researcher to characterize them as “informal policymakers” 
(Koyama, 2013, p. 22).  
 Similarly, a qualitative study by Schechter and Shaked (2017) utilized interviews with 59 
principals to explore principal perceptions of why they might not fully implement a national 
reform policy. They found that principals were influenced by the reality of their school context, 
their care for their teaching staff, and their professional judgment and discretion. According to 
the researchers, principals are mediating agents in policy implementation, needing to “reconcile 
inside needs and capacities with outside demands and expectations” (Schechter & Shaked, 2017, 
p. 253). They concluded that principals leave their “fingerprints” on the policies they are tasked 
with implementing. 
Gaps in the Literature 
Although the empirical research is well established on the importance of CCR for 
students and the principal’s role as leader, an emerging area for study is how CCR will be 




development of ESSA, Darling-Hammond et al. (2014) recommended “an accountability 
approach that focuses on meaningful learning, enabled by professionally skilled and committed 
educators, and supported by adequate and appropriate resources, so that all students regardless of 
background are prepared for both college and career when they graduate from high school” (p. 
1). As ESSA is implemented across the country, the high school principal, the leader for learning 
and influencer of goals, people, and processes, is well positioned to play a significant role in this 
new wave of accountability. Furthermore, although Woulfin, Donaldson, and Gonzalez (2016) 
suggested that there is a need for further research on the role of district leadership in translating 
state-level policy into school-level change, research on policy implementation has been focused 
on larger districts with robust central office structures (Honig, 2003; 2007). Utilizing high school 
exclusive districts as a context for this study could illuminate aspects of principal leadership for 
CCR that have previously been unexplored, and hence this review of recent literature 
demonstrates that principals’ perceptions of CCR under the new ESSA accountability guidelines 
may be an impactful area for further study. 
Theoretical and Conceptual Framework 
This section offers a discussion of the theoretical and conceptual framework that will 
guide this study in the further examination of principal leadership for CCR (Figure 5). Effective 
conceptual frameworks are usually constructed from multiple sources (Maxwell, 2005). 
According to Leithwood (2005), the research on successful principals can be enriched by further 
studies of what successful leaders do. The foundational premise of this conceptual framework is 
that leadership for CCR, as a subset of leadership for learning, is driven by the principal’s 
beliefs, values, knowledge, and experience, specifically how they make sense of CCR as a 




not directly impact student outcomes. Instead, their impact is mediated through specific 
leadership practices and behaviors, including policy implementation moves. Aspects of 
sensemaking as policy implementation are then layered over that theoretical framework, and the 
arrows linking the various components of the framework attempt to capture the iterative nature 
of sensemaking. Furthermore, to capture the complexity of student CCR, Conley’s research on 
CCR foregrounds this work. Finally, schools are by nature open systems, and the entire 
framework is situated within the local school-community and the larger United States societal 
and policy context where an equity focus is essential. 
Figure 5 
Principal Leadership for CCR Conceptual Framework 
 
Leadership for learning. As with any learning-oriented initiative in the school building, 
leadership for CCR begins with the principal, and so this study is anchored by the leadership for 




actions that are “strategic and distributed, and they utilize multiple pathways to influence 
learning” (p. 72). These behaviors and pathways, along with the systems in which they are 
situated, are essential in leadership for CCR because of the complex and dynamic nature of CCR 
(Conley, 2018; Darling-Hammond et al., 2014; Park et al., 2017). By establishing a learning 
orientation and articulating a shared and coherent vision of CCR, leaders focus their own 
attention, as well as the efforts of others, specifically on the learning required to graduate CCR. 
Policy implementation. Policy implementation also contributes to this study’s 
theoretical framework. ESSA indicators are measured at the school level, and principals will be 
responsible for translating the policy into actionable goals, activities, and programs at the school 
level. Honig (2006) summarized how modern policy research differs from the previous focus on 
what gets implemented, providing the definition of policy implementation that will guide this 
study:  
Rather implementability and success are the product of interactions between policies, 
people, and places—the demands specific policies place on implementers; the 
participants in implementation and their starting beliefs, knowledge, and other 
orientations toward policy demands; and the places or contexts that help shape what 
people can and will do. (p. 2) 
 
Spillane, Reiser, and Gomez (2002) framed policy implementation through a focus on the 
cognition of local actors such as teachers and principals: “implementation hinges on whether and 
in what ways local implementing agents’ understanding of policy demands impacts the extent to 
which they reinforce or alter their practice” (p. 47). The Illinois ESSA plan and its definition of 
CCR are undoubtedly complex policy designs, and principal interpretations of them will likely 
impact their implementation moves.  
Sensemaking. To study principal perception, this study also incorporates a recent 




Although policy is written at federal, state, or district levels, it is implemented at the school site 
by principals who must make sense of the policy designs, objectives, and requirements. 
Sensemaking is a theoretical framework that seeks to understand the way individuals give 
meaning to new experiences, ideas or concepts (Spillane, Reiser, & Reimer, 2002). Weick (1995) 
identified seven properties of sensemaking: 
1. Individual identity shapes enactment and interpretation. 
2. Retrospection provides the opportunity for sensemaking. 
3. Dialogues and narratives are tools that aid in understanding and organizing new 
experiences. 
4. Sensemaking is a social activity involving internal and external conversations. 
5. Sensemaking is ongoing as individuals simultaneously shape and react to their 
environments. 
6. Individuals extract cues from their context to help them decide what information 
merits attention. 
7. People prefer plausibility over accuracy. 
 
Sensemaking is a core concept outside of the academic research as well; it is incorporated into 
the “4-CAP” model of leadership capabilities at the MIT Sloan School of Management which 
stresses the iterative nature of the process (Ancona, 2011). Implementers, such as principals, 
construct their own view of policy based on a variety of factors (Spillane et al., 2002). According 
to Datnow and Park (2009), prior studies have used sensemaking as a lens to better understand 
how individuals impact and alter the policy environment, providing insight into how 
organizational change unfolds. In a more recent contribution, Rigby (2015) conducted an in-
depth case study to generally examine the instructional leadership of six first-year principals, 
applying sensemaking to how the principals came to understand teacher evaluation policy and 
their roles as teacher evaluators. She found that the principals were influenced by their prior 
professional experience and/or principal preparation programs, the context of the school they 
were leading, and their perception of themselves as evaluators, and messages received by 




principal sensemaking to study special education policy implementation, Sumbera, Pazey, and 
Lashley (2014) found that principals interpreted and acted upon policies of inclusivity based on 
their perceptions of inclusion and students with disabilities.  
Conley’s four keys for CCR. Finally, as noted in prior sections of this chapter, there are 
many ways to define and measure student CCR. Therefore, this conceptual framework also 
incorporated Conley’s Four Keys for CCR. The four keys include Key Content Knowledge, Key 
Cognitive Strategies, Key Learning Skills and Techniques, and Key Transition Knowledge and 
Skills. Many of the core concepts within Key Content Knowledge and Key Cognitive Strategies 
are present in the CCSS and other academic frameworks, but the Key Learning Skills and 
Techniques and Key Transition Knowledge and Skills are unique to Conley’s framework and 
often not emphasized or implemented to the same degree as the cognitive domains (Bragg & 
Taylor, 2014). When considering the Illinois ESSA plan and the Postsecondary and Workforce 
Readiness Act, Conley’s Key Transition Knowledge and Skills are particularly relevant to this 
study. Ensuring students are both aware of postsecondary options and have engaged in the 
coursework and experiences necessary to be prepared for life after high school are important 
aspects of leadership for CCR. 
Local context and beyond. As previously mentioned, Conley’s work has been criticized 
as color blind and so it is critical that my Principal Leadership for CCR Conceptual Framework 
acknowledge the local context of the school-community as well as the larger societal and policy 
context. Given the significant and persistent gaps in both opportunity and achievement, an equity 
focus is essential to ethical school leadership (Blankstein & Noguera, 2016). One aspect of an 
equity focus is strategic data use; this mediating leadership practice is highlighted in the 




language of the ESSA plan will necessitate that principals and other school leaders take the 
initiative to focus on data related to gaps in opportunities, achievement, and success between and 
among subgroups of students. Principals, however, must continue to disaggregate subgroup data 
and address gaps, even when state-level plans do not emphasize this practice. 
Summary 
This chapter reviewed the recent literature related to leadership for CCR. Specifically, 
research identifying the components of effective principal leadership as well as resources and 
standards related to CCR were discussed. In brief, CCR is a multi-dimensional and evolving 
concept requiring principals and their staffs to define, measure, and advocate for student 
postsecondary preparedness. The way teachers learn, teach, and work together will need to 
change, as will the outdated structures that both create the false dichotomy between college and 
career preparation as well as often times providing students a poor foundation for either path. 
Lastly, a conceptual framework that incorporated aspects of leadership for learning and 
sensemaking as policy implementation was offered as a guide for further research into the role of 





CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 
As evident in the prior chapter’s review of the literature, research exists on many aspects 
of CCR; however, the implications of ESSA, how Illinois leaders view its implementation, and 
how high school principals perceive and act upon their role as leaders for CCR have not been 
fully explored. The following sections describe the methodology used to conduct this qualitative 
study. Qualitative research can be conducted through several approaches including narrative 
research, phenomenology, grounded theory, ethnography, and case study (Creswell, 1998). In 
any of these qualitative approaches, there is a focus on the total experience of the subjects rather 
than more easily quantified parts. The nature of sensemaking, as well as the complexity of CCR 
and the ESSA policy, are therefore well matched to a qualitative approach and, specifically, to 
the phenomenological tradition because of phenomenology’s focus on the experiences and 
perceptions of individuals. Based on prior research, Moustakas (1994) identified three major 
phases for conducting empirical phenomenological studies. These include delineation of the 
phenomenon through the formulation of the problem or question, data generation through 
narratives provided by subjects who are viewed as co-researchers, and finally data analysis 
through explication and interpretation with an emphasis on the configuration of meaning. Each 
of these phases will be considered in this chapter, and detailed descriptions of the research 
design, methods, site and participant selection procedures, and plans for ethical and valid data 
collection will be provided. 
Research Questions 
Qualitative studies are not guided by hypotheses or objectives, but instead by research 
questions (Creswell, 1998). Research questions should be general in nature to allow for 




for the exploration inherent in qualitative research (Creswell, 1998; Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 
Additionally, in phenomenological research, the questions grow out of the researcher’s interest, 
curiosity, and excitement. This study seeks to add to the body of relevant CCR and leadership 
literature by addressing the following research questions: 
1. How do principals in high school districts make sense of the definition of CCR 
present in the Illinois ESSA plan, and how do their beliefs and experiences inform 
their leadership practice, if at all?  
 
2. What do principals in Illinois high school districts value about CCR, and what factors 
influence those beliefs? 
 
3. What conditions influence the behaviors and activities of principals in Illinois high 
school districts related to leadership for CCR?  
 
Design of the Study 
Qualitative research is a process of understanding wherein the researcher builds a 
complex picture, analyzes language, and reports the detailed views of others (Creswell, 1998). 
As Creswell and Creswell (2018) stated, “in a qualitative project, the author will describe a 
research problem that can best be understood by exploring a concept or phenomenon” (p. 104). 
The research design is derived from the research purpose and questions. Krathwohl and Smith 
(2005) suggested that once a researcher knows what they wish to study, they must then 
determine how to study it. Furthermore, methodology provides the rationale for how the 
researcher will conduct his or her activities; as Morrison (2012) noted, “the critical issue for 
researchers is to choose the approach that best addresses the questions asked; and, as 
importantly, that researchers are aware of the implications of choosing one approach over 
another” (p. 26). As a qualitative study investigating the perceptions of individuals, a 




The focus of phenomenological research is to explore the experiences of individuals and, 
from their comprehensive descriptions, derive insight into the essences or structures underlying 
those experiences (Moustakas, 1994). Phenomenology is conceptualized and applied in many 
ways based on various philosophical underpinnings; there is no one specific way to engage in 
phenomenology (Moustakas, 1994; Vagle, 2018). According to Vagle (2018), phenomenological 
researchers opt to study phenomena in order to “potentially help us see and understand things in 
new ways. To reveal things that have become so ‘normal’ that we do not even notice what might 
be at work and what might be assumed” (p. 10).  
Phenomenology can be practiced both descriptively and interpretively (Van Manen, 
1990). Furthermore, phenomenological research can be used by practitioners as they design or 
implement programs, systems, or experiences (Bossaller, 2018). The phenomenological 
approach seeks to explore the essence or structure of a phenomenon to better unveil it in a way 
that advances our collective understanding (Merriam, 2002). In my study, I sought to explore 
leadership for CCR in a way that advances our understanding of effective practices for school 
leaders who must respond to and implement local, state, and federal policies that promote college 
and career readiness. According to Vagle (2018), in a phenomenological study the phenomenon 
serves as the unit of analysis. Grounded in my conceptual framework, principal perceptions and 
leadership for CCR serve as the phenomenon to be studied and therefore also represent my unit 
of analysis.  
Phenomenology, like all qualitative research, seeks to search for meaning over 
measurement through its focus on first-person accounts and the lived human experience 
(Moustakas, 1994). This is an appropriate approach with which to study principal sensemaking, 




Although phenomenological research may incorporate documents as an additional source of data, 
the interview is the primary data collection method for such studies (Moustakas, 1994). Through 
interviewing, the researcher attempts to “uncover the essence, the invariant structure, of the 
meaning of the experience” (Merriam, 2002, p. 93). When exploring the thoughts, experiences, 
and beliefs of individuals, interviewing is, therefore, an appropriate research method (Seidman, 
2013).  
Furthermore, interviews are an ideal method to employ when the researcher is interested 
in how individuals think and perceive, and the semi-structured format is very commonly utilized 
because it allows the participant to shape the conversation (Bush, 2012; Coleman, 2012). For this 
semi-structured interview, individual questions were developed to align with the research 
questions as well as the overarching interests of phenomenology: what is perceived and how 
does context influence perception (Moustakas, 1994.). Though an interview protocol is 
important, the interview was designed to be flexible so that the interviewee can shape the 
conversation (Bush, 2012). In this way, the phenomenological interview should feel like a guided 
conversation (Van Manen, 1990; Yin, 2013). I sought to conduct interviews that are open and 
conversational so that any misconceptions can be clarified, and participants feel their viewpoints 
are valued and accepted (Moustakas, 1994; Seidman, 2013). Additional follow-up questions 
were asked as needed for the purpose of clarifying or extending interviewee responses. In 
phenomenological research, the participant should feel that his or her contributions are valued as 
new knowledge on the research topic (Moustakas, 1994; Van Manen, 1990). 
Population, Site Selection, and Participants 
 Selecting or screening potential sites is another important part of conducting a qualitative 




Approaches to sample selection fall into two broad categories: probability and 
nonprobability sampling. Probability samples are selected in such a way that every 
member of the population has a possibility of being included in the sample. 
Nonprobability samples are selected based on the judgment of the researchers to achieve 
particular objectives of the research at hand. (p. 17)  
 
This study utilized nonprobability techniques as detailed next. 
Specifically, I defined the potential population and solicited participation from all 
principals who met the criteria for inclusion: Illinois principals in high school exclusive districts. 
Given the state-specific nature of ESSA policy implementation, it is necessary to focus on 
principals in Illinois. Due to the definition and measurement of CCR in the Illinois ESSA plan, it 
is appropriate to situate this study of leadership for CCR at the high school level, defined as 
grades 9-12. According to recent data from the state’s education agency, there are 865 public 
school districts in Illinois (ISBE, 2019a). Of these, 98 are exclusively high school districts. As 
previously noted, the nearly 150 schools belonging to these districts are unique contexts to study 
principal leadership for CCR because the high school principal must often navigate multiple 
sender districts without coherent P-12 curriculum as support. The principals leading the schools 
in Illinois high school districts comprised the entire potential participant pool for this study.  
Although Vagle (2018) advised that there is no specific sample size appropriate to all 
phenomenological research, Creswell and Creswell (2018) recommend a sample size of 3-10 for 
such studies. Regarding purposeful sampling, the phenomenological researcher may consider 
demographic factors in selection of participants, but it is vital that the participant has experienced 
the phenomenon being studied, is also interested in understanding its nature and meanings, is 
willing to participate in interviews, and is comfortable with the publication of data gathered in a 
dissertation or other publication (Moustakas, 1994). Therefore, I endeavored to recruit eligible 




demographics in the interest of a balanced sample. To provide as much data as possible and 
ensure the most comprehensive analysis can occur, a sample of size of 10-12 principals was 
initially sought. 
 Procedurally, I sent emails in November 2019 to the 146 principals of the schools in 
Illinois high school districts to invite them to participate in my study (Appendix A). Potential 
research participants were asked to contact me following receipt of the email. I then conducted a 
brief screening phone call or email exchange with each respondent to confirm that they meet the 
study parameters, meaning they were an Illinois principal in a high school district, were willing 
to be interviewed, and were comfortable with their perceptions being included in this dissertation 
study (Appendix B). At that time, I provided an overview of my study, its purpose, and the 
timeline. I answered any questions they had, and then advised them of the next steps including 
the informed consent process and the scheduling of the interview. I contacted each eligible 
participant selected for inclusion in the study with a follow-up communication (Appendix C) that 
requested their signature on the informed consent form (Appendix D). Ultimately, 16 principals 
responded to my initial invitation to participate, and I was able to complete interviews with 13 of 
those respondents between November 2019 and January 2020. 
Data Collection 
In this section, I detail the process for gathering data and why these procedures are 
appropriate for this task (Krathwohl & Smith, 2005). Protocols for data collection should be 
aligned to the research questions and also be unbiased (Yin, 2013). Interviews were the primary 
mode of data collection for my study. In a phenomenological study, data collection can also 
include documentary analysis (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Table 4 (below) summarizes the data 




Interviews as research method. In-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted 
with the high school principals. In phenomenological interviewing, the researcher uses a series of 
open-ended questions to “build upon and explore their participants’ responses to those questions” 
(p. 14). An interview protocol that includes questions about the participating principals’ 
understanding of CCR and the Illinois ESSA indicators was utilized (Appendix E). The protocol 
also includes questions about the participating principal’s background; Krathwohl and Smith 
(2005) advised that “for studies concerned mainly with description, characterizing the nature of 
the participants allows readers to determine what, if any, parallels exist to their own experiences, 
thus allowing a determination of whether the results ‘ring true’ and, if they do, what, if any, 
implications the study might have” (p. 89). To prompt detailed responses and conversation on 
aspects of CCR in the Illinois ESSA plan, a handout of CCRi was also provided to participants 
(Appendix F). Vagle (2018) stated that a phenomenological researcher is “not primarily 
interested in what humans decide, but rather how they experience their decision-making” (p. 21). 
Questions were therefore formulated to explore and prompt reflection from each participant 
regarding their perceptions of CCR and related policies.  
It is important to note that, in qualitative research, the researcher functions as a data 
collection instrument (Krathwohl & Smith, 2005; Seidman, 2013). Researcher bias is a potential 
threat to the trustworthiness and credibility of the study, and therefore it is important that I 
intentionally address it. Moustakas (1994) advised researchers to actively reflect upon and then 
set aside their prior conclusions, understandings, and biases prior to beginning the interview so 
that those prior experiences do not influence or direct the interview. This process of setting aside 
prior assumptions is referred to as bracketing in phenomenological research (Merriam 2002; 




participants description of the experience with openness and neutrality (Eddles-Hirsch, 2015). 
Although the researcher is never completely absent from qualitative research, it is essential that 
the phenomenological researcher makes a concerted effort to be self-aware and engage in 
reflexivity. Throughout the dissertation proposal process, I have endeavored to engage in this 
process, and I reflect further in the reflexivity section of this chapter. 
Interview procedures. Interviews took place in person or via a web-based conference, at 
a time and place mutually agreeable to the principal and me. Most participants indicated a 
preference for scheduling a longer initial interview instead of two shorter sessions. All principals 
were open to follow-up contact by the researcher. Throughout the interview, I employed 
effective interviewing techniques such as active listening and an empathetic stance (Siedman, 
2013). During this phase of data collection, individual interviews ranged from 34 minutes to 65 
minutes, with the median interview lasting 52 minutes. During each interview, I took 
handwritten notes and also recorded the conversation. The recording was transcribed verbatim by 
me or a professional. Triangulation of the interview data included audio recordings, interview 
transcription, and my own field notes. Because privacy rights are of paramount concern, all 
subjects and research sites were de-identified during transcription. Identifiable details were 
removed from interview transcripts, and the identity key was stored separately from the data. As 
will be demonstrated throughout the remaining chapters, the data is reported either in the 














Data Collection Matrix 
Research Question Data Collection Sources How will the data be 
accessed? 
1. How do principals in high 
school districts make sense of 
the definition of CCR present 
in the Illinois ESSA plan, and 
how do their beliefs and 
experiences inform their 
leadership practice, if at all? 
Phenomenological 
approach using interviews 
with principals to gather 
data on their perceptions; 
document reviews 
Semi-structured interviews 
with principals at different 
high schools; review of 
participant-provided or 
publicly available 
documents such as school 
report card, curriculum 
guide, etc. 
2. What do principals in 
Illinois high school districts 
value about CCR, and what 
factors influence those 
beliefs? 
Phenomenological 
approach using interviews 
with principals to gather 
data on their perceptions; 
document reviews 
Semi-structured interviews 
with principals at different 
high schools; review of 
participant-provided or 
publicly available 
documents such as school 
report card, curriculum 
guide, etc. 
3. What conditions influence 
the behaviors and activities 
of principals in Illinois high 
school districts related to 
leadership for CCR? 
Phenomenological 
approach using interviews 
with principals to gather 
data on their perceptions; 
document reviews 
Semi-structured interviews 
with principals at different 
high schools; review of 
participant-provided or 
publicly available 
documents such as school 
report card, curriculum 
guide, etc. 
 
Next, I used the transcripts to isolate the units of meaning. In phenomenological research, 
a unit of meaning is a unique thought clearly differentiated from what precedes or follows it 
(Moustakas, 1994; Van Manen, 1990). After reviewing the units of meaning, I crafted a research 




a summary of major points as well as selected excerpts from the transcript. Participants were 
invited to confirm, clarify, and correct any aspect of the data. I also offered to send them the full 
transcript, but all participants indicated that the memo would suffice. This process of member 
checking not only helps to establish validity but also recognizes the phenomenological interview 
participant as a co-researcher with the ability to review, confirm, alter research data (Moustakas, 
1994).  
Document analysis. Finally, the interviews were supplemented through documentary 
analysis, including publicly available data and documents. In a qualitative study, documentary 
analysis may be employed to further explore the policy implementation aspects of this study and 
to allow for triangulation (Creswell, 1998). During the interview, participants were asked if they 
would like to share any documents or school website information regarding CCR, and several 
participants did so. Additionally, the schools’ curriculum guides and academic handbooks were 
examined. As Creswell and Creswell (2018) noted, documentary analysis can represent data to 
which the research participants have given attention. Furthermore, I used the technique of 
research memos to assist in the gathering and analysis of the documents as well as the use of the 
conceptual framework as a lens. 
Data Analysis 
According to Creswell (1998), when contrasted with quantitative research, there is often 
more ambiguity and decision making required in a qualitative study, and “it should not be 
viewed as an easy substitute for a ‘statistical’ or quantitative study” (p.16). Indeed, careful 
consideration must be given to steps of transforming the data through analysis. Merriam (2002) 
describes three mindsets or processes by which researchers engage with the data in 




researcher returns again and again to the essence of the experience and the phenomenon itself. 
Second, horizontalization refers to the process by which all of the data gathered is given equal 
weight at the initial data analysis stage.  
I attempted to achieve true horizontalization by not analyzing any units of meaning until 
all data was collected; I did not read or code the transcripts until all the initial interviews were 
completed. Finally, imaginative variation involves the researcher exploring the data through 
divergent perspectives and alternate frames of reference. Moustakas (1994) further advised that 
phenomenological research questions are “illuminated through careful, comprehensive 
descriptions, vivid and accurate renderings of the experience, rather than measurements, ratings, 
or scores” (p. 3), and I endeavored to address the research questions through thorough these data 
analysis approaches and techniques. 
Vagle (2018) articulated a 6-step process for analysis of phenomenological material that 
includes multiple readings, annotations of the transcripts, and follow-up questions for the 
interview participant as necessary. Therefore, data analysis was conducted through careful 
application of qualitative coding techniques undertaken during successive readings of the 
interview transcripts as well as examination and sorting of the units of meaning. Coding a crucial 
part of analysis; Saldaña (2016) described it as “an exploratory problem-solving technique 
without specific formulas or algorithms to follow” (p. 9). The process of coding involves 
assigning a word or short phrase that sums up or captures some aspect or attribute of the 
interview data (Saldaña, 2016). 
In a reflection on the phenomenological method, Worthen (2002) referred to the need to 
“trust that the data would speak to me” (p. 139), and so I began by coding the units of meaning 




phrase the basic topic of a segment of the interview transcript and can provide the researcher 
with an organized grasp of the study (Saldaña, 2016). During this first-cycle phase, I referred to 
my conceptual framework for guidance. My coding evolved with certain codes such as aspects of 
academic readiness not proving as useful as specific codes related to academic structures and 
processes. Given that principal sensemaking is an essential feature of my study, I followed the 
initial coding with subsequent readings and the application of values coding. According to 
Saldaña, “values coding is the application of codes to qualitative data that reflect a participant’s 
values, attitudes, and beliefs, representing his or her perspectives or worldview” (2016, p. 131). 
Values codes can be established beforehand (a priori) or during the coding process. Therefore, I 
utilized my descriptive codes to guide the second-cycle encoding process but also adapted my 
code book as throughout the process of phenomenological reduction. The combination of 
multiple approaches to coding should yield a richer and more comprehensive view of the data 
(Saldaña, 2016). 
Throughout the coding stage, I relied on both hand coding and manipulation of the units 
of meaning in Microsoft Excel as well as the online coding program Dedoose. Additionally, I 
applied the constant comparative method in which I grouped similar codes in the interest of 
identifying the themes (Saldaña, 2016). Using these methods, I tabulated and reorganized the 
data to examine for categories and themes, especially those related to the invariant structure or 
essence of principal perceptions of leadership for CCR (Saldaña, 2016; Vagle, 2018). These 
themes and codes are presented in Table 5 and will be introduced and explicated throughout 



































1. Policy              
 CCRi - positive X X X X X X X X X X X X X 
 CCRi - concerns    X X  X  X X X X  
 Influence on practice  X X X X  X X    X  
 Standardized testing  X X X X X X X X X X X X 
2. Purpose of high school             
 Options valued X X X X X X X X X X X X X 
 Career focus/CTE X X X X  X  X X X  X X 
 Experiences valued X X X X X X X X X X X X X 
 Build staff capacity X X X  X  X X X X  X X 
3. Community              
 Local economy    X  X    X X  X 
 K-8 articulation   X X X X X X X X X X X 
 Communication X X X X X X X X X X X X X 
4. Equity               
 Equity emphasis  X X X  X  X  X X X X 
 Data analysis  X X X   X   X X X X 
 
Ethical Considerations and Credibility 
In this section, I detail the steps I took to ensure that my study was conducted according 
to the high standards for qualitative research. In any research involving human participants, 




issues and how they will be addressed (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). For qualitative research, it is 
vital that the researcher establish the credibility of the study, and my process is detailed below. 
Conducting ethical research. The ethical considerations of this study include 
conducting research that complies with the human subject protections as mandated by the 
University of Illinois Institutional Review Board (IRB) by establishing clear agreements with 
participants through the informed consent process and managing confidentiality and privacy 
concerns for participants and sites (Booth et al., 2016; Moustakas, 1994). To meet these 
expectations, I submitted appropriate applications to IRB and received approval to begin my 
research (Appendix G). I communicated the parameters of the study, proposed data use, and each 
participant’s rights through careful discussion and the use of informed consent forms (Appendix 
D). Finally, participant privacy concerns can often be significant, and ethical researchers must 
implement procedures to safeguard confidentiality. As noted previously, subjects and research 
sites are identified only through assigned numbered pseudonyms throughout this study. The 
identity key was stored separately from the data and accessible only to me. No personally 
identifiable details are included in the written findings; instead, data is reported either in the 
aggregate or pseudonymously. 
Evaluative criteria: Validity and trustworthiness. In any research approach, the ability 
of the researcher to verify and evaluate the quality of the research is paramount. As the field of 
qualitative research has expanded, so has researchers’ understanding of validity (Creswell & 
Creswell, 2018). Some argue that the traditional standards of validity and reliability cannot apply 
to qualitative research due to the human element (Bush, 2012). Indeed, it is improbable that a 
phenomenological interview study can be replicated in the same way that research using a large-




posited alternative criteria for evaluating research quality, including trustworthiness and 
credibility (Bush, 2012; Creswell, 1998). Lincoln and Guba (1985) argued that trustworthiness is 
important to evaluating its quality and contribution to its field. They proposed four dimensions of 
trustworthiness: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.  
Credibility refers to the confidence in the findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Patton (1999) 
added that “issues of quality and credibility intersect with audience and intended research 
purposes” (p. 1189). Such techniques as triangulation, peer debriefing, member-checking, and 
prolonged engagement can be used to establish credibility. These techniques overlap with the 
eight verification procedures offered by Creswell (1998), who recommended utilizing at least 
two strategies during any research endeavor. The eight procedures are prolonged engagement 
and persistent observation, triangulation, peer review or debriefing, negative case analysis, 
clarification of researcher bias (reflexivity), member-checking, rich, thick description, and 
external audits. Throughout this study, I have utilized several of these procedures. First, I utilized 
peer review throughout the drafting process, and this chapter contains a section on reflexivity. As 
part of the interview process, I practiced member-checking by sharing my collected data with my 
participants, including analytic memos and excerpted interview transcripts to facilitate 
participant engagement in the process. These procedures helped to establish credibility and 
trustworthiness. 
Transferability, dependability, and confirmability also contribute to a study’s 
trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Similar techniques to those outlined above will help to 
establish these dimensions (Creswell, 1998; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Thick, rich description will 
allow the reader to evaluate the quality of the data as well as how the findings may apply in other 




process and the ability to explain competing findings you have demonstrated validity from a 
phenomenological perspective” (p. 141). Bassey suggested that a well-documented research 
audit trail “enables others to examine the evidence for trustworthiness of the study” (2012, p. 
158). I have endeavored to provide this through the data analysis procedures, including the 
phenomenological techniques of horizontalization and bracketing, as well as a commitment to 
thick, rich description in the chapters that follow. 
Reflexivity and Researcher’s Statement 
Reflexivity requires researchers to intentionally reflect on their values, biases, and how 
their background shapes their interpretations during qualitative research (Creswell & Creswell, 
2018; Etherington, 2004). It is necessary, therefore, to include a brief discussion of my role as 
researcher—making my assumptions and subjectivity explicit—so that the reader can better 
evaluate my impartiality and openness to alternate explanations (Creswell, 1998; Yin, 2013). 
According to Worthen (2002), “phenomenological methods require a commitment to rigor and 
openness to learning, a respect for those who will participate as your co-investigators, and a 
sense of humility about the whole process” (p. 141). 
According to Moustakas (1994), qualitative researchers often formulate questions and 
problems that reflect their own interests and personal commitments. As noted in Chapter 1, I am 
a practicing Illinois high school administrator. I work in a high school district, and I actively 
work to advance the CCR of my students. I have professional relationships with administrators 
across Illinois, and so I must also consider and control for any bias or preliminary judgments. 
Throughout this process and to the greatest degree possible, I committed to being open to where 
my methodology took this research as well as conducting this research with the utmost attention 





 This section briefly summarizes my research timeline. As best practice, researchers are 
advised to create a structured research plan to organize their study and maintain forward progress 
(Booth et al., 2016; Krathwohl & Smith, 2005). After completing my preliminary examination in 
October 2019, I created a timeline that provided both structure and momentum to my work. 
Given that research design is an iterative process, I was also committed to being open to changes 
or adjustments during the work (Krathwohl & Smith, 2005; Vagle, 2018). Data collection 
occurred from November to December 2019. I analyzed my data and conducted follow-up 
communications during January and February 2020. From March to August 2020, I crafted the 
final research report. Notably, my research timeline overlapped with the COVID-19 global 
pandemic, which I will address further in Chapter 6.  
Summary 
 This chapter described the research design and methodology for this qualitative 
dissertation study employing a phenomenological approach and interview methods to examine 
how principals perceive and act upon their role as leaders for CCR, especially with the need to 
implement the Illinois ESSA plan. Using my conceptual framework for leadership for CCR, I 
summarized the methodology I employed to study and reveal how principals can lead schools in 
which all students have access to the opportunities and experiences that will ensure they are 
CCR. Utilizing the actual lived experiences of high school principals, the results of this study 
will contribute to the body of research on leadership, postsecondary readiness, and the 






CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS RELATED TO PARTICIPANTS AND THEIR PERCEPTIONS 
 Principals influence student learning through their leadership practices, and they are often 
tasked with making sense of policy as well as policy implementation. As discussed in previous 
chapters, the purpose of this phenomenological study is to examine how Illinois high school 
principals perceive and act upon policies related to college and career readiness, including the 
Illinois ESSA plan and its definition of CCR. This study seeks to advance the understanding of 
researchers and practitioners on principal leadership for CCR by addressing three questions:  
1. How do principals in high school districts make sense of the definition of CCR 
present in the Illinois ESSA plan, and how do their beliefs and experiences inform 
their leadership practice, if at all?  
 
2. What do principals in Illinois high school districts value about CCR, and what factors 
influence those beliefs?  
 
3. What conditions influence the behaviors and activities of principals in Illinois high 
school districts related to leadership for CCR?  
 
To answer these questions, I employed a phenomenological approach using semi-structured 
interviews with 13 high school principals. Once the data was gathered, phenomenological 
reduction, horizontalization, and imaginative variation were used to analyze the data. In this 
chapter, I describe and provide context for the participating principals and begin to present 
details about their lived experience leading for student CCR. In Chapter 5, I will present 
thematized findings from the perspectives of the principals. The final chapter will detail and 
evaluate the findings connected to each research question guiding this study as well as discuss 
pertinent implications for leadership. 
Context 
The participant pool for this study consisted of 13 high school principals. The participants 




ranging from approximately 850 students to well over 3,000 students. The participants serve in 
13 different high-school exclusive districts. Four of these districts were single-school districts, 
while the other districts ranged in size from two to six schools. The districts represented Cook, 
DuPage, Lake, McHenry, Peoria, and Will counties, and all were classified as medium or large 
according to Illinois School Report Card data. All schools led by participating principals were 
rated commendable or exemplary on the Illinois School Report Card. As noted in Chapter 3, I 
endeavored to create a diverse and balanced sample. All Illinois high school district principals 
were invited to participate, and all principals meeting the selection criteria and available to 
participate were included in this study. Interest in a diverse sample justified a slightly larger 
sample size than originally planned. Table 6 displays selected data for each of the participant’s 
schools. Table 7 displays additional participant and site-specific data relevant to the Illinois 
ESSA College and Career Readiness indicators (CCRi). 
Participants 
 As part of the data collection process, information on each participant’s professional 
experience was compiled and is presented in Table 8. Additionally, seven participants were male 
and six were female; 92% of the participants identified as White. To ensure participant privacy, 
all participants were assigned a participant number which will be used throughout the remaining 
chapters. As discussed in Chapter 3, I began each interview by building rapport with the 
participant. This step involved asking about each person and their background. I solicited details 
and reflections about their current principalship as well as the school-community they serve. 
Principals generally reacted positively to the question “What is unique or interesting about 
leading this school?” The principals responded with enthusiasm belying a genuine affection for 
































































































































































































P1 1600 3 5400 45 25 24 2 10 13 63 
P2 2800 3 7400 75 6 11 6 4 11 12 
P3 1900 2 4000 48 9 31 9 6 14 44 
P4 3300 2 6800 35 22 38 2 4 11 48 
P5 1400 1 1400 81 1 11 5 3 9 12 
P6 900 1 1000 78 11 4 1 0 14 41 
P7 1900 3 7000 83 2 12 1 1 12 8 
P8 2400 3 6400 86 1 8 3 1 11 6 
P9 1400 2 2100 70 1 26 2 6 13 34 
P10 2000 1 2000 41 2 45 6 7 15 29 
P11 2500 2 4600 43 5 14 34 8 9 30 
P12 800 1 850 68 0 24 7 8 10 30 

































































































































































































































































P1 86 78 19 A 18 A T 20 26 62 54 
P2 97 90 50 A 46 A T 39 10 31 41 
P3 87 71 42 A T 40 A D T 28 14 54 35 
P4 80 65 30 A D 23 A D T 20 4 39 50 
P5 95 90 57 A D 52 A D 30 14 68 26 
P6 81 77 35 A D 25 A T 2 20 80 44 
P7 95 81 55 A D 58 A T 30 6 25 80 
P8 94 90 63 A D 65 A 24 13 65 51 
P9 92 76 39 A D 35 A T 30 0 62 32 
P10 86 75 40 A 39 A D T 36 0 50 61 
P11 94 86 46 A 48 A T 29 0 50 55 
P12 95 90 31 A D T 20 A D T 28 3 49 71 
P13 91 73 36 A D 37 A D T 47 24 51 27 
 
Note. Data compiled from the Illinois School Report Card (SRC) data (ISBE, 2019a), participant 






























P1 1-4 20+ No   
P2 1-4 10-19 No   
P3 11+ 20+ Yes   
P4 5-10 20+ No  X 
P5 5-10 20+ Yes X  
P6 1-4 20+ No   
P7 11+ 20+ No   
P8 1-4 10-19 Yes   
P9 11+ 20+ Yes X  
P10 5-10 20+ No  X 
P11 1-4 20+ Yes   
P12 5-10 10-19 No   
P13 5-10 20+ Yes   
 
Note. Data compiled from participant interviews. 
 
 Principal 1 serves as principal in the district in which he has spent his entire professional 
career. He previously worked as an English teacher, dean of students, English department chair, 
and vice principal. In our interview, he described his school-community:  
I like the vibe of [School 1]. If I’m the principal, it’s going to be a fun place. It’s going to 
be a relatively chill place to be every day because I don’t believe in anxiety as a life 
choice. The kids are great, they come from, I’m not throwing around the word diversity, 




program, good activities after school. A lot of parent buy-in, a lot of community buy-in. 
People seem to like it. 
 
Principal 1’s school is one of three in his district. Over 60% of his student body is classified as 
low income. One quarter of his students are Black or African American, the largest percentage of 
any school in this study, according to Illinois School Report Card data 
 Principal 2 also serves as principal in the three-school district in which she has spent her 
entire public education career. Principal 2 leads the second-largest school in the participant pool. 
Her student body is comprised of 75% White students with smaller populations of African 
American, Hispanic/Latinx, and Asian students. She previously worked as a PE teacher, division 
chairperson, and associate principal. In our interview, she described her school-community with 
enthusiasm:  
So I think it’s a really connected and engaged community, which is awesome. It’s 
awesome to be a principal in a community that your students are passionate and 
connected and the vibe in your building screams like outstanding school culture. We have 
always said that it all starts with our students. We have amazing students who relentlessly 
pursue getting better. We talk about “elite daily” not just in what you’re able to attain or 
achieve, but the mindset that you have as you pursue future things, no matter what it 
is...it’s not shying away from standing up and being proud of your excellence but also, 
like, having a mindset that you want to be better. 
 
 Principal 3 has worked in several high school districts in the state as a math teacher, 
division chairperson, and assistant principal. He is one of the more veteran principals in this 
study. In our interview, he described his school-community as follows:  
We’re very proud of the work we do, consistently recognized for our academic 
performance, certainly, but also well I think more importantly for the commitment we 
have to giving back to the community and to others and certainly for providing an 
inclusive environment for every single student. So we’ve worked for the last 5+ years on 
what everyone would call like an equity initiative, I would call it, “Building a school 
community around a concept of family,” and recognizing that families don’t always get 





Principal 3 leads one of two schools in a suburban high school district. His student body is 48% 
White and 30% Hispanic or Latinx. About 44% of Principal 3’s students are classified as low 
income according to Illinois School Report Card data. In our interview he said, “So we truly 
have every race, culture, religion…it’s an incredible, unique environment for that reason. So we 
have students that come to us from six different continents directly.” He added, “it adds such 
value to who we are as a school-community and culture.” 
 Principal 4 has worked in the district she serves for her entire career. Her school 
represents the largest student body of all the participants in this study. Additionally, the student 
body is comprised of approximately 35% White students, 22% Black or African American, and 
nearly 40% Hispanic or Latinx students. Just under half of her student body is classified as low 
income. Prior to becoming principal, Participant 4 was a social studies teacher and district 
administrator. In our interview, she described the unique aspects of her school, including being a 
“majority minority” school and being organized in career academies. She described the 
community as follows: “So we are in an urban setting. We have some extreme poverty and some 
pretty good wealth. I wouldn’t say, like, huge wealth, but there are some wealthy people as 
well.” She added, “we were in 2017 the AP District of the Year for small schools. So it’s a 
wonderful place to be.” 
 Principal 5 has worked in several school districts and is the only participating principal 
who has worked in a state other than Illinois. He began his career as a social studies teacher 
before serving as counselor, dean, and director of guidance. In our interview he stated,  
We have parents that are very supportive of what we do here at the high school. I think 
that we’re lucky when it comes to that, the support that we have. So education is 
important. We’re basically a one-community school, a huge part of it is just from one 





Principal 5 is one of four participants who lead single-school districts. Approximately 80% of his 
student body is White with just over 10% Hispanic or Latinx students. Around 12% of the 
students enrolled in Principal 5’s school are classified as low income. 
 Principal 6 is a principal in a one-school district where she has spent her entire career. At 
under 1,000 students, her school is among the smallest in this study. Just over 77% of her 
students are White and approximately 10% are Black or African American. Around 40% of the 
student body is classified as low income. Professionally, Principal 6 was an English teacher for 
the majority of her career, serving as a dean and assistant principal before assuming the 
principalship a few years ago. In our interview, she described her school-community:  
We have a very diverse student population. We have inner city to rural. Some of our kids 
are farmers. Some of our kids may live in the inner city of [City Name]. So, that’s 
something that’s very unique about it. When we interview folks, one of my colleagues 
always says that it’s “very real world.” 
 
 Principal 7 has also served the same school district throughout her career; she was the 
principal of another district school for eight years before moving to her current school when it 
opened in 2009. She has also worked as a math teacher, dean, and assistant principal. In our 
interview, she referenced leading her current school since it first opened:  
So on the day we opened, every teacher in that auditorium, with the exception of one, put 
going to [School 7] as their first choice. So we were really lucky in the sense that 
everyone who was here wanted to be here and wanted to be part of building something 
new. And that was just a springboard for who we are today and turning our school into a 
climate and culture that we’re really proud of. We have great kids, great teachers, most of 
the parents are great. 
 
Principal 7’s school, one of three in a district of almost 7,000 students, has a student population 
is that 83% White and just under 12% Hispanic or Latinx with 7.6% of students being classified 




 Principal 8 is a third-year principal who has worked in multiple districts. His current 
school has around 2,300 students. The student body is 85.5% White and 8.2% Hispanic or Latinx 
with 6.4% of students being classified as low income according to Illinois School Report Card 
data. Principal 8 started his career as a music educator but quickly shifted into administrative 
roles including department chair and assistant principal. He described his school-community as 
extremely college focused:  
I think my school is very geared towards the next stage and what kids are doing. They see 
high school, and I’m obviously generalizing, but my students see high school as a means 
to a better postsecondary institution. So they’re highly academically motivated, I would 
say. Definitely compared to some of the other schools I’ve been at. 
 
 Principal 9 has worked as a principal for over 15 years. She was an English teacher, 
counselor, and guidance director. Principal 9’s school district is comprised of two high schools, 
and the total district population is just under 2,200 students, making the entire district smaller 
than several of the individual schools in this study. In our interview, she emphasized the 
community aspects of the school she leads:  
So [Town Name] is kind of a, not quite suburban and not quite rural. And in between 
that, a lot of people grow up in [Town Name], stay in [Town Name]. But there is a lot of 
support for the schools...The kids are awesome. We have very few discipline problems. 
It’s a lower socioeconomic community, but part of the reason my interest in this, we’ve 
done a lot in the last few years by way of trying to emphasize the college and career 
readiness and to get them propelling themselves to higher goals and higher standards. 
When I first came here it was like, “Oh, we’re just from [Town Name].” There’s kind of 
that devaluing of themselves, and we’ve worked really hard to overcome that. 
 
 Principal 10 has worked in his current district for his entire career. His school population 
is comprised of 45.4% Hispanic or Latinx students and 41.3% White students. Just under 30% of 
the student body is classified as low income. Principal 10 is one of the four principals in this 




classroom before serving as a dean and then the district curriculum director. In our interview, he 
described his school-community:  
Well it’s always unique and different; however, if you’re going to define it, we’re a 
suburban school, 2,000 students, very diverse, and which has been very rewarding and 
very pleasurable. However, it does lead to problems, trying to make sure that everybody’s 
learning and everybody is receiving what they need in order to go to the next level. So, 
we do run into problems along the way, but we have great success stories and dedicated 
staff. And I would say we are much more focused on growth. 
 
 Principal 11 is a first-year principal who has worked in multiple districts, including a 
large urban school system, during her career. She began as a French teacher and then served as 
an assistant principal for many years. In our interview, she highlighted the following information 
about her school:  
The school is probably one of the most diverse schools in the Chicago suburban area. We 
are high performing in that we’re within the top 50 high schools in the state. We offer a 
lot of programs, activities, athletics to students, and they’re very involved overall. 
 
Principal 11’s current student population is comprised of 43.3% White students, 33.8% Asian 
students, and 14.3% Hispanic or Latinx students. Around 30% of the student body is classified as 
low income according to Illinois School Report Card data. 
Principal 12 has worked in his one-school district since student teaching. He taught 
physical education and health before becoming a dean of students for a year. He then served as 
interim principal before officially becoming the principal four years ago. When asked about his 
school-community, he responded,  
We are the smallest school district per square mileage in the state of Illinois. I think it’s 
roughly 2.2 square miles...So it’s got that small town feel, and we are surrounded by 
[City Name]...And the fact that we are so small I’m able to, just to me personally, I just 
get up, but I go walk down the hall and I go, I have a conversation with somebody. So 
there are those unique connections with everybody in the building. So we’re tight which 





Principal 12’s school is made up of around 68% White students, 23.5% Hispanic or Latinx 
students, and 6.7% Asian students. Around 30% of the student body is classified as low income 
according to Illinois School Report Card data. 
 Principal 13 has worked in multiple high school districts throughout the Chicago suburbs. 
He began his career as a social studies teacher and then served as a division head before 
becoming a principal in the largest district represented in this study with six schools and over 
12,000 students. Principal 13’s student body is comprised of 44% Hispanic or Latinx students, 
40.9% White students, and 9.6% Asian students with 28.7% of the student body being classified 
as low income. He described his school-community as follows:  
We have about a quarter of our kids come from four really large mobile home parks. So 
there’s a big chunk of our kids who are kind of blue-collar. It’s like there’s a, like a lower 
middle class, about it. If someone has money, it’s probably because they opened their 
own business and they made it, but they still have the same kind of like folksy way, you 
know, there’s that. We don’t have very many professionals, and we’re in a district that 
obviously has some wealthier areas. 
 
The participating principals represent 13 of the 99 high school districts in Illinois. The 
enrollment of schools represented ranges from approximately 800 to over 3.000 with an average 
student body of just over 1,900. As can be seen in Table 6, the demographics of the schools 
varied in terms of racial/ethnic diversity as well as socioeconomics. The principals themselves 
represent a variety of experience levels in the principalship although all are veteran educators. 
Most have served as a department chair and/or assistant principal before attaining their current 
position. Seven of the 13 principals have spent their entire careers in their current districts. Two 
principals previously worked in student services or guidance, and two others have district 
leadership experience in curriculum or assessment. 
 In their descriptions of their schools, all principals described their student body and the 




when talking about their students, schools, and communities. The aspects they identified as 
interesting or unique included geography, demographics, district structure, and school culture. 
Interestingly, only a few principals specifically highlighted academic achievements or data when 
initially asked to describe their schools. As the interviews moved to defining readiness, the 
conversations generally became more focused on academics.  
Perceptions and Definitions of College and Career Readiness 
When describing CCR, all principals expressed that they valued measurements of success 
beyond a single test score. When asked to define readiness for life after high school, principals 
grappled with their perceptions of being prepared for college and career. Principal 12 said that he 
wants students ready to be successful in any area that interests them. He said, “it’s just hard to 
say specifically because it’s so different for every kid. But if we have a kid who wants to be a 
mechanic, then I want them to be the best damn mechanic they could be.” 
Principal 2 noted the difficulty of differentiating between college and career readiness, 
specifically referencing the Illinois ESSA plan’s CCRi: 
I believe that college and career readiness is interesting because there are some 
overlapping indicators and I think that if it’s more about preparing for whatever they 
pursue and I think some of the indicators that are listed in career readiness could very 
well fall in college readiness so we could make the case for them. So I think it’s more just 
about helping students set goals and thinking about experiences that they can engage with 
when they’re with us so that they feel good about whatever their next steps are after us. 
 
Principal 11 stated, “I think there might be some differences in terms of what to expect 
after high school, but I think the skills that we want students to graduate with are virtually the 
same.” She later added, “I think it’s making sure that students graduate with the skills and 
knowledge necessary to be successful, whether they choose college as their postsecondary path 
or a career.” These statements were representative of multiple participants, such as Principal 4, 




readiness were similar, if not identical: “So for me, and I think for our community, it means the 
students ready for the next thing, whether that be college or whether that be career. And we 
believe, I believe that the expectations are the same. So they're not different expectations if 
you're career-ready versus college-ready.” When asked what “ready” means, she indicated that 
her definition of readiness is more universal and aligns with the previously stated definition of 
being able to succeed in introductory college-level courses or work training:  
So, to me being ready is they are ready to regardless of if they’re going right to a career 
or the military or college, they’re able to go into college bearing credit classes. If they are 
going right onto the job site they are going in with the academic skills as well as the 
employability skills of, you know, showing up on time, you know, putting in your hours, 
doing good work, so all of those kinds of things. 
 
In our interview, Principal 8 described the readiness for college and readiness for career 
as mostly similar: 
I would say a student is able to successfully navigate the work world. I would say maybe 
like the lower middle management level work world or the typical college experience 
from maybe a liberal arts standpoint. I wouldn't say easily, but just maybe be successful 
in that once they leave high school. 
 
He elaborated on that point, suggesting that college would be the more intellectually challenging 
path: 
Yeah, I definitely think there’s probably some differences, but I feel like if you’re able to 
navigate undergrad well your freshman year and keep your GPA above a 3.0 at Iowa 
State or Northern Illinois or U of I, then you can probably enter the workforce at some 
kind of entry-level position. I mean, a lot of our students work too, so I would say there’s 
probably some similarity, and there will probably be some differences too. I think 
intellectually you’re probably going to be challenged more in a college experience.  
 
Principal 8 also reported a specific college focus in his community: 
 
And so a lot of the time that I work with our parent group, we definitely are the very 
quintessential affluent community that’s very heavily geared towards college, and as 
much as we try to diminish college and say that there’s other ways that you can make 
money, there’s trades that you can go to without basically mortgaging a second home. 
My parents, that doesn’t resonate with them and it doesn’t resonate necessarily with my 




grow up in. The “take your kid to work” days are at the Chicago Board of Trade, not at 
another place. And so when that’s more of the predominant narrative from a lot of our 
students and our parents it just changes certainly how we’re able to interact in some 
things.  
 
Principal 12 said, “for us what I like to do is flip that and call it career and college ready 
because the college-first piece still is what we’re struggling with as a system.” In fact, several 
principals indicated that the traditional view of college readiness and “college for all” was still 
valued in their school-community and beyond. For example, Principal 5 expressed an “open 
doors” sentiment before qualifying that most of the doors for his students led to a 4-year degree:  
Well, what we hope for is that they’re able to do whatever it is that they want to do 
moving forward with their lives. Now for us, for the most part, we are, I think this last 
year we were about 85%, 90% that go on to college and out of that, most of them are 
going to four year schools. That’s kind of where the emphasis has been. 
 
Similarly, Principal 2 described the heavy emphasis on college readiness in her community and 
her hope to expand that focus: 
We talk a lot about college readiness benchmarks. So we talk more about it in a narrow 
sense than in a global sense. But I think we’re opening the door to be able to talk more 
explicitly about college and career readiness and what those components are that go into 
that. Our focus is to prepare everybody and to know that everybody’s [School 2] 
experience is going to be different. But that we’re going to have high expectations for 
you. We’re going to develop relationships with you and ultimately I’ve found that I have 
pretty good relationships with really all stakeholders, which gets buy-in on whatever 
we’re trying to do ultimately. 
 
As shown in Table 7, these three principals lead schools with high percentages of graduates 
enrolling in a postsecondary institution within 12 months of graduating. In fact, nearly 70% of 
graduates from Principal 8’s school enroll in a 4-year institution followed by 55.6% of graduates 
from Principal 5’s school. Over 90% of Principal 2’s graduates enroll in two or 4-year 





Other principals articulated differences between readiness for college and readiness for 
career, ranging from the subtle to the direct. Unlike many of her participating peers, Principal 6 
described a more traditional view of separate college and career pathways and experiences:  
In my mind, they’re completely different. I guess the grit piece of being able to handle 
whatever comes next is similar, but the paths are just different. They’re different and so 
the skills necessary to go right into the career world are not necessarily the same skills 
that kids are going to need moving into college. I think the creative thinking and the 
problem-solving… I think all those skills will be used but the way in which they get used 
I do think it’s different. Their education in our building looks different. The courses 
they’ve taken look different. Actually interestingly enough the kids who are going right 
into a career, the teaching they’ve received probably is a little more progressive than the 
teaching of that traditional college-bound student. There are just a lot more hands-on 
things involved in like a welding class and a food preparation class and a culinary arts 
class. There’s just lots more hands-on and thinking on your feet kinds of things. Which I 
think kids associate with the jobs and careers perhaps more than college right at that 
moment. 
 
Unlike most of the other principals in this study, Principal 6 described a division between 
college-bound students and those planning to enter the workforce through career training. Unlike 
the CTE or career-track students, Principal 6 said college-bound students attend traditional 
academic classes that do not emphasize hands-on learning or real-world application. According 
to Illinois School Report Card data, her graduates have the lowest percentage rate of enrolling in 
a 4-year postsecondary institution within 12 months of graduating and the highest rate of 
students enrolling in a 2-year institution.  
Evolving perceptions of CCR. Of the 13 principals in this study, 11 participants 
commented on the degree to which their personal perceptions of CCR and the purpose of school 
have changed over time. Only two principals stated that their perceptions have not changed 
significantly over the course of their careers. Principal 1 stated that his perceptions of readiness 
are based on a more global view of what makes a person successful: 
This is how it’s always been, because I just know the qualities of successful people have 




changed and if you have the ability to produce the next Westinghouse as a school, you 
have a moral obligation to do that. I tell the kids all the time, really smart kids. I’m like, 
“the only way we’re going to beat global warming is with a machine that will fix it. We 
need to make that machine. Can you be smart and make that machine and save us all 
please?” 
 
When asked if her perceptions of readiness have changed over time, Principal 9 cited her prior 
work as a guidance counselor: 
Mine, not particularly. I think probably because I come from a counseling background. 
I’ve been pretty familiar with it for many years and have, you know, long known that if 
high school is the end of the road, educationally, nowadays that’s gonna probably put 
some limits on the students. So, but we’ve also done a lot of work to define that. It’s not 
necessarily just a 4-year college that there are many ways to obtain education and prepare 
you for a career and trying to help kids match themselves with those. I think sometimes 
kids perceive that we’re only talking about a 4-year college. But we’ve certainly tried to 
emphasize that it’s postsecondary education, not just a certain type of college. 
 
On the other hand, multiple participants, including Principals 3, 5, 7, and 10 mentioned 
how their experiences parenting high school and college-aged children have informed their CCR 
priorities and values. This excerpt from Principal 5 is representative: 
I have three daughters with college degrees that I don’t know if they’re necessary. My 
youngest is doing a job that she wouldn’t have needed a college degree for. So, I think 
there’s a little bit of a “let’s think this through.” Do we want to spend so much money on 
a 4-year school? When maybe there’s some sort of training or something that we could 
provide and get them into a position where they don’t have all that debt and they’re able 
to move forward and start with a decent paying job in a career that they like and live a 
happy life.  
 
Most other principals cited professional experiences as influences on their perceptions of 
CCR. Principal 2 indicated that her perceptions of readiness have become more concrete, robust, 
and embedded in her daily practice over the course of her career:  
I think, like, maybe in my early years in administration…college and career readiness 
seemed to be an abstract thing. Now it’s something that, I mean we talk about all of the 
time we talk about kids’ scorecards and like central to who I am as an administrator, as an 
educational leader, and as a person is that we are in this to develop our kids in all 
capacities. We want them to have, like, really robust experiences in physical education so 
that they can develop really good health habits and set a foundation for a healthy lifestyle. 




most rigorous courses possible. We want them to be involved and connected. We want to 
develop them socially, emotionally and support them when they’re struggling at times. So 
I think central to who I am as a person and as a leader is really the development of the 
whole individual. And that’s something that I think we do really well at [School 2]. I 
think that there’s a pocket of kids that we can always do better for and with, but I think 
that we do a really good job at really developing the whole student. 
 
Principal 8 also discussed how his work at developing students for life after high school has 
evolved: 
I definitely feel like my perception, initially, it was all 100% academic and maybe just 
behavior based. Can someone show up on time to something that they need, can they 
follow through with commitments? And now I think it’s much more about that and then 
augmenting it with really understanding what your purpose is going to be long-term and 
what really drives and motivates you and what you want to change in the world and 
trying to build a school, an environment, that’s going to really instill those things. 
 
Principal 13 reflected on the changes that he has experienced over the course of his 
career. Early in his career, he was very focused on test scores as the primary measurement of 
success. He described moving to School 13 from a relatively high performing school in the same 
district:  
It’s changed for me a great deal even while I’ve been in District [Name], and maybe 
that’s because I’ve seen a greater range of communities. And so, there are certain things 
that you could say everybody might need to do or learn no matter what school they’re at. 
There might be some things that are more pressing or urgent in some communities as 
opposed to others.  
 
For Principal 13, this was the case when he assumed his current role just as Illinois discontinued 
using the ACT as its accountability test and moved to the CCSS-aligned PARCC test: 
When I got the principalship at [School 13] and I came here, I was at first kind of in the 
mindset of like, you can impact this change, you can have this kind of academic change. 
Then the PARCC tests came in and the ACT was gone. And then watching what kids do 
when a standardized test really doesn’t matter to them: Our math proficiency was 





Although he still supports standardized tests as one measure of academic preparedness, he is 
aware that those tests are not always valid tools, especially when students do not buy into their 
value, as this principal perceived the PARCC tests as not valued by students.  
Principal 10 also noted that his perceptions of what high school was preparing students 
for have changed over time: 
I certainly was thinking that, when we talked about college and career readiness, it was 
going to college, getting a 4-year degree, going and getting a good job. I have certainly 
changed that over the time and now I see that there, there’s benefits for going to the 
community college or 4-year university or lots of different levels of education. 
 
Similarly, Principal 11 summarized how her perceptions of readiness have changed:  
 
In my earlier years as an educator and even in my own personal experience when I was in 
high school, college was the ultimate goal. And if you didn’t go to college, you were seen 
as maybe “less than.” And I think that in my first district which was [Large Urban 
District], we worked under the impression that every single student needed to go to 
college. 
 
She later added, “I think just the mindset of the adults of this generation, which is my generation, 
I think working under the same constructs that we had when we were in high school.”  
CCR as a dynamic concept. Principals also indicated an awareness that, beyond their 
individual perceptions of readiness, the societal expectations for high school graduates represent 
a dynamic concept that continues to change and broaden to include more than a traditional 
college pathway and experience. Principal 13 said, “I think there’s no doubt that what once was 
like, quote-unquote necessary for college is going to and already is evolving.” He continued, 
Wow, we still talk like we know what college is. We still, as if like, “well, when you go 
there you’re going to have to sit in that row and take those notes,” and we don’t know if 
that’s true or not. We don’t go back and study their current pedagogical practices. And 
are there people who do that? Of course, there are, but have institutions attempted to up 
their own game? I do think they have, many of them. Sometimes it’s out of necessity to 
save themselves and get kids to want to go there because they’re going to go under if they 
don’t. 
 





So, like a lot of our students, I say to them all the time, if I didn’t have to go to a 4-year 
university, I wouldn’t have gone. We had a kid graduate here probably about three years 
ago and I took him to the IPA [Illinois Principals Association] breakfast because he’s a 
really smart kid, top of his class, and he was just going right into his real estate thing. I 
was tight with the kid. I knew the family. And teachers would come by, and they would 
talk to him and go “why?” That’s what he wants to do. And I mean, he’ll be on "Million 
Dollar Listing." Last year he made I think half a million dollars. This is what he likes to 
do. He didn’t need to go to U of I. 
 
On a more general level, Principal 3 identified the dynamic nature of preparing each group of 
students for a definition of postsecondary success that is rapidly changing: 
The challenge is predicting what folks need to be ready for is almost a kind of an ongoing 
basis because things rapidly change. So by the time you think you have it figured out the 
next group of kids is coming in and four years from now, the world they’re entering is 
vastly different than what happened with the group that you just took along that journey. 
So we talk about as a school culture, the fact that minimally every year we will be 
reanalyzing 25% of what we do, if not more, because by nature of graduation, 25% of 
your student population changes. 
 
Principal 3’s comments illustrate the challenging nature of defining readiness not as an abstract 
concept, but instead in the context of the lived experience of leading a large comprehensive high 
school.  
Summary  
In this chapter, I presented details and descriptions of the 13 principals who participated 
in this phenomenological study of principal perceptions of CCR in Illinois high school districts. 
Using the principals’ own words, I presented their definitions of readiness as well as identified 
some of the factors that influence those beliefs. While there were some variations, principals 
described the dynamic nature of CCR and their perceptions of it. The majority of the principals 
in this study identified ways that their perceptions of CCR have evolved or changed over time. 
Some factors influencing those perceptions included various professional experiences, working 




Generally, they described aspects of readiness for college and readiness for career as mostly 






CHAPTER 5: FINDINGS RELATED TO POLICY AND LEADERSHIP 
In this chapter, I identify the major themes that emerged through data analysis and 
present them from the perspectives of the study participants. The intent of qualitative data 
analysis is to make sense out of the collected data by engaging a series of steps that move from 
the specific to the general and from the real to the abstract (Saldaña, 2016). It has been likened to 
“peeling back the layers of an onion” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 190). As detailed in 
Chapter 3, I applied phenomenological techniques to transform my raw data into units of 
meaning. In addition to the principal perceptions detailed in Chapter 4, the remaining data was 
coded and re-coded as emerging themes were identified. Using these themes, the findings of this 
phenomenological study are presented in this chapter primarily through the words of the 
participants and their lived experiences as high school principals who lead for student CCR. 
I used recursive coding cycles to generate categories of data which became the 
foundation for themes. A theme is an outcome of coding, categorization, and the researcher’s 
analytical and interpretative reflection (Saldaña, 2016). Throughout this process, I applied the 
principles of phenomenological reduction and bracketed my own experiences and perspectives. 
Finally, I discerned several themes that emerged across the participant sample: 
1. Principals were all aware of the Illinois ESSA plan and commented on how it has or 
will impact their CCR work; although they differed on their knowledge of specific 
indicators, they generally had positive perceptions of the CCRi. 
 
2. Principals identified preparing students for life after high school as the purpose of 
high school, and they value postsecondary options and authentic experiences for 
students. 
 
3. Principals indicated that parent and community expectations inform their CCR work. 
 






5. Principals demonstrated awareness of issues of equity including access, opportunity, 
and outcomes. 
 
Each theme can further be associated with subthemes and perspectives that then varied across the 
participants. Additionally, all five themes provide potential insight into the research questions 
guiding this study, and those insights will be further explicated in Chapter 6. 
Theme 1: Awareness and Response to Policy 
The first relevant theme that emerged concerned principal responses to policy. The 
principals in this study were all aware of the Illinois ESSA plan and how it has or will impact 
their CCR work. Although they differed on their knowledge of specific indicators, they generally 
had positive perceptions of the CCRi. Like other principals in this study, Principal 9 expressed a 
positive view of the specificity of the ISBE indicators. She said, “for many years, people would 
say it [readiness] and you weren’t sure if you were actually on the same page or not.” Principal 5 
also expressed his appreciation for how “objective” the indicators were. Principal 2 was also 
enthusiastic about the CCRi: “It’s really good stuff. Think it’s comprehensive. I think it’s a 
mindset about preparing every kid. It’s about pushing kids. It’s about access to a rigorous 
curriculum. So I think that it touches a lot of different areas.” She added, 
To be completely honest with you, it’s a framework that we’ve studied a lot at [School 2]. 
I am obsessed with improvement efforts that really take into account multiple factors and 
multiple indicators. And so when we first started to learn about ESSA, I loved it instantly 
because I’m also someone that wants to hit the target and knock it out of the park…but 
I’m also an individual that believes in, to my core, into our team’s core, believes in 
developing the whole student…I haven’t seen a system that does a better job of it to be 
completely honest with you. So I think that it’s inclusive, it’s robust, it has indicators that 
touch a lot of different areas. I feel like if you’re doing pretty well in these indicators, 
you’re pretty well prepared to do well at the next step.  
 
In our interview, she described not only the data analyses she and her team have participated in 
at the district level, but she also showed a copy of a student scorecard based on the CCRi that 




I’m a competitive person, a “want to know the score” kind of person. So we studied 
ESSA and we talked about, like, our systems, our processes, our action plans and looked 
at where we can check boxes, not just so that we can be an exemplary school, but also 
because we believe in a system, in a reporting mechanism that gives credit in multiple 
areas that we view as important. Attendance, GPA, co-curricular involvement, try some 
AP classes. Like these are things that we talk about and that we believe are the recipe for 
a really vibrant experience that’s going to prepare our kids when they leave us.  
 
On the other hand, Principal 8 said his district’s cabinet-level group looked at the ESSA 
indicators only briefly. He said, “we believe this is absolutely a great thing” before expressing 
his wariness of putting too much emphasis on the ACT or SAT, calling the research on their 
predictive value “pretty flimsy.” He also acknowledged that the way his district has viewed the 
CCRi is influenced by where the state’s indicators do or do not align with existing district-level 
work: 
So what we haven’t done is sat down as an entire system and really try to gear our mind 
towards this. I’m sure there are other school districts that do a lot more of that, but I think 
we put a lot of our eggs in the internship basket and those kinds of things. Thinking like a 
lot of our kids are hitting this pretty easily. But I certainly think if you’re a school that 
doesn’t have a career-college conversation like we do, like we have a college and career 
admissions specialist, that’s a full 12-month person on staff. We also have a career 
coordinator, 12-month person on staff at all times. So it’s a really big, important part of 
our district, we’ve dedicated a lot of resources toward that. 
 
Principal 13 also noted that his school is heavily involved in CCR work through the 
district superintendent’s work on CCR and suggested that his research supports the indicators’ 
value. He described them as “holistic” and added, “I buy into those because I don’t have a better 
indicator.” Similarly, Principal 12 also shared that the CCRi have been embraced by his Board: 
We have such a diverse community and, and our Board is fairly diverse when it comes to 
beliefs in careers and things of that nature. So, this framework is understood and firmly 
kind of embraced on all levels. So, we go, and we make a presentation, we’ve always 
referred back to it and then they’ll remember this is another opportunity for a kid to earn 
a credential which is, as a reminder, a career-ready indicator. 
 
In summary, principals reported generally favorable impressions of the CCRi. Although 




that there were other paths to demonstrating the state’s definition of readiness. Principals 
appreciated the specificity of moving beyond a more general or abstract definition of “students 
ready for whatever they choose to do after high school” to a more concrete definition with 
specific and quantifiable qualities. 
Policy intersects with practice. One notable subtheme emerged was principal 
perceptions of how CCR-related policy influences their practice. All principals discussed the 
intersection between policy and practice, but there were definite variations on how significant the 
influence was perceived to be.  
Several participants, including Principal 2, 10, and 13, commented on how the Illinois 
ESSA plan’s CCRi aligns with CCR-focused work that was already in progress in their schools. 
For instance, Principal 9 noted that her district had previously had a local program that 
anticipated much of what the Illinois ESSA plan has prioritized in terms of the CCRi, adding 
“this wasn’t a huge surprise for us”:  
Well, one of the things that made ESSA kind of easy for us is for the past 10 years, we’ve 
had a program called Distinguished [Mascot Name]. And it is very similarly aligned to 
the ESSA standards as far as this idea of producing a college and career-ready citizen. So 
it’s based on a middle of the road grade point average, a very achievable grade point 
average. It includes community service. It includes an active involvement in some kind of 
club or sport or something like that. It includes no major disciplinary infractions. So the 
only thing that we really had to add to that was the more definition about career 
experiences or getting that pathway [endorsement], which we’ve done a lot of work on 
the 4-year plan to say, okay, all freshmen will get these experiences as part of career and 
college readiness. 
 
Principal 9 later added, “there are options there. You know, the options with both the academic 
indicators, which we’ve done as well. And then, you know, the industry, the military, the dual 
credit, those are all things that we have here.” 
On the other hand, Principal 12 shared how ESSA was prompting new improvement 




It allows me a framework to build programming off of as well. Why are we doing this? 
Well, because if a kid gets an A, B, or C in this course, it’s an indicator for future 
success. That’s why we’re doing it. And we’re going to quantify that, and we’re going to 
keep track, we’re going to use our data dashboards, we’re going to look at this. It’s going 
to be a part of our everyday work. So, 100%, it’s changed the way that we operate, that I 
operate. And I’ve always kind of believed in this. This was just putting it on paper.  
 
Principal 12 appreciated the specificity of the CCRi and explained how he has utilized the 
definition of CCR present in the Illinois ESSA plan to drive school improvement and innovation:  
The college and career ready framework helps people kind of compartmentalize what it 
could and should look like, which is to create opportunity for all kids. In our building, the 
traditional system serviced 50% of our kids. And so we would always use that and say, 
look, we’re only meeting 50% of our kids, how do we meet 100%? And that’s where you 
bring in some of these indicators and say look, here’s where transitional fits. Here’s 
where dual credit fits. We’re talking about careers and you’re making those connections 
in our building with our programming. And then how do we build it out? We’re going to 
have transitional math next year. Great. What does that look like? Okay, now we have to 
do professional development to talk and have those conversations, curriculum hours, all 
those things. So it’s piece by piece… 
 
He went on to say that as a new principal, the career pathways work energized and focused him. 
He is also deeply involved in competency-based education, another aspect of the Illinois PWRA. 
Other principals also identified ways in which the Illinois ESSA plan had impacted their 
work, prompting conversations and, in some cases, action. For example, Principal 5 shared the 
following about how his one-school district was processing the Illinois ESSA plan:  
I think that the whole ESSA aspect of it is, you know, we’ve sat in meetings; 
superintendent, director of curriculum and myself to take a look at the things that they’re 
deeming as important to determine the quality of our school. And that’s probably been a 
part of us looking at it more so than we have in the past because it’s probably not the 
greatest reason to do it, but that’s what helped us to move forward in these areas. 
 
In contrast to Principal 5’s team of three administrators, Principal 4 described the experience 
from a larger district perspective:  
We have 37 administrators in our district, and I really think like everybody contributes to 
the work. So, with the new expectations from ESSA and the college readiness standards, 





Principal 7, who also leads in a larger district summarized her district’s CCRi work: 
“We’re changing our community service, right now it’s 20 hours and next year it’s going to be 
25...So I guess the bottom line for us is we’re somewhat aware of these, and we are making some 
changes.” Similarly, Principal 10, a single-school district principal, shared how ESSA may 
hasten the implementation of CCR-focused activities and programs, but that school leaders 
would be purposeful about what which aspects would be allocated resources and attention: 
And so we’ve tried to figure out what things we want to actually grab onto ourselves and 
what other things we won’t, but the employment, the community service, there’s different 
clubs that do that, and so we have not as a school said we wanted to have a graduation 
requirement for community service. And that’s partly because of tracking and because of 
not necessarily wanting to put calories in something that we weren’t thinking was going 
to turn a kid to a career. Whereas the employment, whether you have two years of 
employment or the summer employment, that is something that I’ve asked now for our 
department chair of guidance to research this year in terms of work-study programs so 
that we could offer a work-study program next year that helps kids in that regard.  
 
Because the CCRi offers multiple options for students to demonstrate both academic and career 
readiness, Principal 10’s comments illustrate that school leaders can focus on certain aspects 
while not pursuing others. Principal 8 expressed a similar viewpoint to Principal 10. According 
to comments made during our interview, ESSA may hasten ongoing work but would not compel 
district leaders to significantly change course:  
It’s going to have probably a little more space than it would if it was something else, if it 
was something that we really were against, we would spend that time talking about the 
thing we were against as opposed to how we can try to meet those benchmarks for the 
college and career readiness piece. But I am a fan of that long-term and in terms of 
holding schools accountable at the state level, I think that’s fair. 
 
Principal 1 was more dubious of the potential for the Illinois ESSA plan to effect change: 
 
This is all you need to know about the public school system: It looks the exact same as it 
did a hundred years ago. It’s an undynamic field. So, I’d be lying if I said those (gestures 
at list of indicators) can change everything. This will change nothing. The first day will 
still be in August, the last day will still be in May. We’ll still have graduation. We’ll still 
throw prom. The course offerings will look almost the exact same. We might change the 




traction. But why aren’t you talking about that? How can you have students engaged in 
learning in your room? And that was the meeting I was in before I came in here, it was 
discussions about that. I like that. I think that’s great, but I don’t see that on here.  
 
Although each principal described some intersection between policy and practice, there 
was variation in how significant or immediate the influences of ESSA policy would be on the 
principal’s work. All principals reported discussion about the Illinois ESSA plan and the CCRi at 
the district level. Common activities included reviewing current programming and opportunities 
for students. As Principal 8 said, accountability policy gives “more legs” to conversations that 
may already have been planned or already occurring.  
Data collection concerns. Principals reported concerns about how they would facilitate 
data collection for the CCRi. Overall, the principals in this study identified gaps between their 
current data collection and analysis practices and some logistical concerns regarding specific 
indicators such as student outside employment. 
Principal 10 was one of the multiple participants who expressed his concerns about 
record-keeping and tracking student progress toward CCRi attainment, differentiating the more 
traditional academic data from newer indicators such as career development activities: 
How do you start collecting some of those data? Because we’ve got to start collecting it, 
and how are we going to do it efficiently? That’s probably the only thing. But like the 
academic indicators, that’s our traditional kids, their traditional view of high school and 
what we think everybody’s going to go through and do fine on. And that’s nothing mind-
blowing there, that’s just what we’ve always been graded against. 
 
The academic indicators include SAT and AP scores that are routinely collected and analyzed in 
schools and districts. All the principals recognized that test scores are the traditional metrics for 
academic success on school report cards and in the local newspaper. However, the CCRi offers 
multiple ways to demonstrate academic proficiency beyond the traditional standardized testing 




English courses are gaining popularity because they help to eliminate the need for remedial 
college coursework. Schools may not be tracking other indicators such as Algebra 2 enrollment 
or senior year math course patterns.  
Additionally, the inclusion of the job-oriented indicators present challenges in terms of 
data collection, especially when the activities are not directly tied to school programming. These 
concerns were echoed in other participants’ interviews as well, such as these comments from 
Principal 4: 
How are we going to judge the consecutive summer employment? How are we going to 
determine that they attained and maintained consistent employment for 12 months? 
Everything else we felt like we could measure and so, like, is self-reporting enough?  
 
Principal 9 also commented on the need to track and document students’ outside employment for 
accountability purposes: “We know a lot of kids have jobs. It’s again, that sort of documentation 
and how do we verify that.” 
 Like Principals 4 and 9, multiple districts represented in this study already had a 
mechanism in place for tracking standardized test score patterns, career areas of interest, and 
service learning. However, the CCRi include new indicators that schools were not necessarily 
tracking in any meaningful way. For example, a school may have been offering career 
exploration activities without necessarily tracking participation at the student level. No principal 
in this study reported having previously tracked student employment outside of structured work-
based learning courses. 
Perceptions of accountability policy. Most principals expressed an understanding of the 
necessity of accountability policies at the system level. In fact, none of the principals in this 




Principal 10 captures a common approach of gathering baseline data and working to improve 
student attainment of indicators: 
I don’t think right now our current Board is concerned about [the ISBE rating], and I 
certainly don’t think our superintendent is concerned about that number other than that’s 
our number, and are we using it to improve? Are we seeing that’s where we’re at and 
what are we doing to make it go up the next year? Like are we actively working to 
improve it? Rather than, are we just kind of like living another year and seeing what 
happens? 
 
Principal 10 said he was hopeful that the inclusion of the CCRi on the school report card would 
be positive. He said, “I think that’s going to be where we’re going to find some strength because 
before when you’re just looking at the academic indicators, we are getting beat up, you’d have 
half your schools just not performing very well.” 
In summary, although the principals in this study were generally supportive of the CCRi 
and ESSA in general, they shared concerns related to logistics and implementation. Just as they 
approved of the multiple indicators as an improvement over being measured by a single test 
score, they also expressed concerns based on to their experiences leading under NCLB.  
Several principals, including Principals 3, 4, 9, 10, and 13, referenced leading during 
NCLB and being very focused on the ACT during that time. The principals universally viewed 
ESSA in contrast with prior accountability policy. For example, Principal 9 contrasted ESSA and 
the CCRi with NCLB:  
So, to me, it’s the idea that it’s options to recognize those individual kids. Unlike like No 
Child Left Behind, which was that, you know, that score, and everybody had to reach that 
same score. I think this is pretty holistic. 
 
Principal 10 referred to a “residue” that remains after NCLB, and that feeling is also evident in 
Principal 11’s guarded take on the CCRi: 
I can see just like how people were chasing test scores. I could see AP participation rates 
being inflated or IB for that matter. I could see people pushing kids into dual credit when 




things that are important people start looking at the number rather than the core purpose 
of what it represents. 
 
Another related aspect of the principals’ responses to the Illinois ESSA is the importance of 
keeping students first, even when accountability systems make it easy to concentrate on the 
numbers. For example, Principal 3 explained, 
Our staff has always said that our students are more than a test score. And I think that’s 
the greatest statement because I always tell people that when you look at test scores, 
when you look at any data. When you look at any data, there’s always, there are kids 
behind them. That’s not an arbitrary number, there are kids. So dig into the number and 
figure out what’s happening with the kids. And when you do that, you start to see the 
stories and you see that the number doesn’t define the student’s experiences and what 
they’ve accomplished. How much they’ve grown defines the students.  
 
He went on to add that while the School Report Card data is useful as a benchmark, “we also 
value much more the feedback received from graduates when they return.” Multiple other 
principals emphasized the value they place on graduate feedback and success, whether through 
follow-up surveys and social media campaigns or more standardized tools such as the National 
Student Clearinghouse. Notably, Principal 1’s comments on responding to policy were less in 
line with the other principals in this study. However, he said he valued the student experience 
over readiness data, adding that accountability policies impact his work “not at all.” He said, “I 
just try to see [the students] all as people on a journey to become their best selves and get as 
many of them to abandon the idea that they could be an influencer for a living as possible.” 
Finally, Principal 7 dismissed the idea that an NCLB-style system of yearly targets would 
be effective for ESSA: “But if the state thinks by, what is it, 2032 and we’re going to be at a 
hundred percent? No one’s going to be at a hundred percent.” The comments of several 
principals indicated that they were more concerned with creating access and opportunities for 




Perceptions of specific policy aspects. Most of the principals in this study were able to 
speak knowledgeably on the specific indicators and most were already familiar with the ISBE 
document provided during the interview (Appendix F). One principal appeared unfamiliar with 
the handout and asked several clarifying questions, while other principals referred to aspects of 
the Illinois ESSA plan that were not necessarily part of the CCRi, including graduation rate and 
freshmen on track.  
College readiness emphasis. Despite the principals in this study expressing largely 
positive perceptions of the CCRi, several expressed that there was still an emphasis on college 
readiness with the career focus appearing less strong. For example, when asked to react to the 
indicators, Principal 7 said, “Well, I think they certainly capture college readiness. I mean, have 
a decent GPA and have a decent standardized test score. Take some AP; take some honors, 
higher level, that type of thing. Not so much on the career.” Similarly, Principal 11 expressed her 
assessment of the CCRi: 
I think someone with these indicators probably would be college and career ready, but I 
think if they didn’t have one or the other or certain ones, that doesn’t necessarily mean 
that they’re not college and career ready. I think I am one who would prefer multiple 
measures, but this still seems to me more college-focused looking at the criteria and the 
indicators. 
 
Principal 6 acknowledged that the emphasis on college readiness measures is pervasive, despite 
the fact that her school’s welding program is nationally recognized:  
It’s hard not to push in that college piece because there are so many of these very upfront 
indicators. I mean, it’s not our welding scores from the last Skills USA competition that 
go in the paper. It’s those college-ready numbers that go in the paper. So, the fact that 
we’re using some of these other numbers, too. They don’t have history on their side. So, 
maybe eventually ten years from now that’ll be the go-to number.  
 
Standardized testing. The CCRi contain multiple ties to test scores, and principals 




5 described the balancing act as follows: “We’re a good school and I just think we could do 
better when it comes to that [SAT scores]. But at the same point in time, you don’t want to put 
all the emphasis on testing.” He acknowledged that “we get nervous with test scores a little bit,” 
and he later added, “you know those scores on tests, I think sometimes those are kind of, I don’t 
know if they’re always an accurate indicator or predictor of success in the future.” 
Principal 8 indicated that he does not value the SAT. He said, “so whenever anybody’s 
around, they hear me say, I think SAT is the worst thing to ever happen to the United States of 
America.” He added: 
I mean our community wants them to get into college, but we don’t do anything with 
those scores in our community. We don’t spend any time moving the curriculum towards 
some of the SAT stuff like I know a lot of districts have done. We would love it if 
everybody goes test optional and the SAT went away. We would be very happy about 
that. So our community message is the SAT is rigged; it’s pretty much a racist exam. 
Don’t pay any attention to it and you’re going to be fine. And most colleges hate it too. 
So, kind of a different message than I know some of the schools have out. 
 
Principal 12 also expressed a negative perception of standardized testing:  
I think that I’d love to see the SAT go away completely as a measurement. I think that I 
would love to see. I liked that graduation rate is [weighted significantly in ESSA]. So I 
think that’s probably one of the most important ones. I’ll be completely honest with you. 
Like our SAT scores aren’t great, so that’s why I’m happy to see our graduation rate is 
pretty solid, I think at 95%. So I don’t have any real issues with the current system other 
than I would love to see standardized testing go away. 
 
Principal 3 also explained that he does not value standardized test scores very much: 
Certainly my own philosophy on it is that I will never look at a single piece of data and 
pretend to make an assumption about the performance of anyone or anything or any 
school. And I speak really publicly about that. I mean all the conversations we’ve had 
thus far, I don’t think you’ve heard me even mention the SAT because I don’t have a 
whole lot of value for it. I know that it’s a necessary component for us, but I also know 
that for our students that come from economically disadvantaged backgrounds, that the 
reality being that the best predictor of a high SAT score is your socioeconomics. That’s 
what my dissertation was, and I showed that between the beginning stages of NCLB and 
the ending stages of NCLB, the performance of students did not change, what changed 




performance of students in those communities. So I’m glad that the state has taken a 
much more comprehensive look at how we defined this. 
 
Principal 6 expressed frustration with the emphasis on measuring all students using standardized 
tests like the SAT and ACT. She stated,  
When you have less than half of your kids go on to 4-year schools and one of the 
measures of your success is a college entrance exam, I think that’s always kind of a 
frustration. Because our kids would weld anybody right off the chart. You know, 
because that’s where we excel, and we have a lot of programs that just aren’t tested like 
that. I often think that if we just tested our truly college-bound that maybe people would 
think differently about our school.  
 
Unlike Principals 3 and 8, Principal 13, who had earlier in the interview indicated support for 
such traditional academic indicators such as the SAT, shared this additional perspective on high-
stakes testing:  
And I also do understand that it is, in fact, where did I read this, it’s maybe, it was in 
Ibram Kendi’s How to be an Antiracist where it mentions in there that like SAT is really 
not a measure of academics. It’s a measure of accumulated privilege. And I think that’s 
actually true. I think that’s actually true. I don’t think that however necessarily negates it 
completely as something that can be used in some way to inform what’s happening. 
Rather than throw it away because it tells us something we don’t wish was true, why 
don’t we try to fix that which it tells us? I mean, it doesn’t tell us that privilege doesn’t 
exist. Like kids who read a lot as kids, they read better on standardized tests. So we need 
to get books in the hands of second graders that don’t have a library. 
 
Several principals reported they were actively working to shift focus away from the 
single test score as a viable measure of student achievement and readiness. Principal 12 recalled 
challenging his superintendent on goal-setting when he perceived a misalignment between her 
SAT-driven goals and the district’s focus on career pathways and CCR. Principal 10 similarly 
described his work in shifting the district-level focus away from a single test score as a measure 
of success:  
When I first started they [the Board of Education] were very focused on test scores and 
the superintendent at the time said we were going to raise our test scores to a 28 on the 
ACT, as the school average. Now, even some of our best schools in Illinois don’t have a 




direction given how we were going to jump those points, doing that. Now we are much 
more focused on growth, we have had Board conversations that we are not going to be 
focused on a test score, but rather where the student was and where the student ended and 
focus more on growth. So that’s a huge difference in my tenure here.  
 
He later added that, in the aftermath of NCLB, he was able to more effectively shift that focus. 
As NCLB became irrelevant to school leaders, Principal 10 seized upon that opportunity to shift 
the focus away from test scores as the sole metric of student performance. Indeed, there were 
several years when Illinois did not have a consistent mandatory high school assessment making it 
easier for local leaders to craft their own definitions of success. For Principal 10, that meant 
focusing on sustained growth over the four years of high school and expanding opportunities for 
students to access challenging coursework. 
AP and dual credit coursework. As noted previously, principals expressed support for the 
various academic indicators that expand accountability beyond the single test score of the NCLB 
era. Specifically, AP and dual credit courses were a specific area of interest. Principal 3 stated,  
When you’re in a [community college] partnership for core-level classes, earning college-
level credit, you really get an opportunity, I think, to showcase how a test score will 
never define whether a student’s college ready; them actually doing the college 
coursework shows that they are ready. So, I think that’s a big deal for us. 
 
Principal 11, who elsewhere in our interview detailed her extensive work building the AP 
program through a focus on equity and access at her prior district, questioned the usefulness of 
AP in the CCRi: “I think having AP courses is great, but it’s not necessarily indicative of college 
and career success.” In fact, multiple principals expressed a growing preference for dual credit 
over the traditional AP programming, and Principal 13 explained why: 
I love that the other indicators are so robustly included that there’s so much more to the 
story than just that, and that things like dual credit opportunities have been sought and 
then implemented so that while I could do well in an AP course and then have a bad day 
on that exam and they don’t get the credit for all that they have learned, I think that is a 
bummer. I think AP has been a very good thing when you add it up for equalizing and 




their game. But at the same time, I like that in a dual credit setting you can do that, and 
one exam doesn’t make or break the kid’s semester, you know, everything they’ve done.  
 
Principal 10 was also enthusiastic about the perceived benefits of dual credit. He said he was 
very excited about dual credit, adding, “my own child is taking a dual credit class, and I think 
benefited more than he would have than if he had taken an AP class.” He also addressed AP 
teacher perceptions, especially for students who participate in AVID, a nationwide program 
geared toward students who would be the first from the families to attend college and/or are from 
groups traditionally underrepresented in higher education. He said, 
So I think the dual credit is going to blossom at our school over the next 10 years, 
whereas our AP will never change. So we’ve worked really hard to break those barriers 
down for AP, and they get our kids of color into those classes and we still run into the 
deficit mindset of our teachers that say, “oh, you’re an AVID student, I’m surprised that 
you’re doing so well because you’re an AVID student.” We’ve heard these comments 
from teachers and, those AP teachers sometimes aren’t helping that situation, but here’s 
dual credit saying, “Hey, you fulfilled the requirements, this is a college-level class and 
you’ve already proven yourself and here’s your college transcript.” I think that’s our 
future. So I think we’re going to see a lot more of that.  
 
Principal 12 similarly wondered,  
 
So why do we continue to have kids take AP courses? What’s the goal? Is the goal to 
earn college credit? If that’s the goal, then we’re not doing a good job of that. And if 
that’s the goal, then more of our kids should be taking dual credit classes that are more 
applicable to their careers. 
 
Despite leading in very different districts, other principals expressed a similar perspective 
that reflected the growing interest in dual credit. Meanwhile, Principal 8 stressed his district’s 
commitment to dual credit programming in even stronger terms: 
We’re definitely off of the AP bandwagon at this point and trying to get all on the dual 
credit bandwagon. So anything that’s dual credit, it’s going to get approved in two 
seconds and then we’re going to run the program. I think we’ve got 70 dual credit classes 





Principal 6 offered the following reflection: “We really kind of went the dual credit route much 
more so than AP. Although we’re working on increasing our AP offerings as well. So, what we 
do is we offer both.” 
Criticism of attendance as an indicator of readiness. One of the strongest reactions 
concerned the inclusion of attendance in the definition of CCR. Principal 7 said, “I’m so against 
the attendance thing that I get disgusted.” Like many of her fellow study participants, she 
objected to a measure that is often more controlled by parents than schools. Principal 12 
remarked, “95% attendance, I think is off. Who at either of our schools has 95% attendance?” 
Principal 11 also commented on the 95% attendance rate: 
The attendance rate, I mean, that would be nice, but there are college courses that you 
don’t have to attend regularly to get credit. And same with career, you know, many 
careers nowadays have their own hours where you’re not actually reporting to an office, 
but this seems kind of high... 
 
Principal 5 was also concerned about the attendance threshold and worried that the definition of 
a partial-day absence at his school might be an obstacle to students being considered “ready” 
under the Illinois ESSA plan. 
Missing indicators. Furthermore, several principals identified places where they felt the 
Illinois indicators failed to identify important aspects of CCR. For example, Principal 11 
identified the following as missing from the CCRi: “I would say something that would speak to 
their growth mindset, their emotional intelligence, their psychological capacity, social-emotional 
type of things.” Similarly, Principal 4 added:  
I don’t know how exactly you measure this or how you include this…It’s just I want to 
call them coping skills and self-regulation and managing your emotions and all that other 
good stuff. And I don’t know how you measure that but that’s something that we’re 
seeing with lots of kids in crisis and a lot of kids unwell. It’s final exam week, so I’ve had 
like three kids in my office crying, and it’s just, again, how do you manage those 





Principal 8 expressed a similar sentiment: 
 
I certainly think high school is way harder than it was when I was in high school. All our 
kids have to do and navigate. We don’t have is a kind of a metric system that’s a model 
for looking at our students and trying to say these soft skills and then these hard skills, 
how do they mesh together and are we doing what we think we should. We have talked a 
lot about some type of longitudinal tracking system that we would use for classes and if 
we had a system that could be built out, that’s what we would probably go after. I know 
there’d be a sincere interest in that, but that’s not something that we have rolled out.  
 
In summary, as Illinois high school accountability becomes defined by the state’s ESSA 
plan and, specifically, the CCRi, principals in this study indicated not only awareness but 
measured, conditional support. Principals varied in their knowledge and responses to the specific 
indicators, but all appreciated the multiple indicators and options for demonstrating readiness. 
Finally, the principals discussed how the indicators overlap with their existing improvement 
efforts and ongoing CCR. However, they did express reservations that the CCRi are more geared 
towards college readiness than a more comprehensive definition which includes an integrated 
career focus. 
Theme 2: Purpose of High School 
The second relevant theme that emerged concerned principal perceptions of the purpose 
of high school. Principals identified preparing students for life after high school as the purpose of 
high school, and they value postsecondary options and authentic experiences for students. Both 
Principals 7 and 9 expressed that high school should “open doors” to students, and these 
comments aligned with the perceptions of multiple participants. For example, Principal 7 said: 
I’m very big on our job is to help you get ready for whatever; I’ll even point to my bank 
of windows as a door…One door is U of I, one door is that, one door is the other. We 
don’t want the doors shutting on you whatever your doors are. If it’s the different trades 
we want to steer you in all aspects so that whatever door you want to walk through, you 
can walk through it. 
 





The way that I describe it, is the term that we’ve been using here is called “all doors 
open” and essentially, what we want to ensure is that upon graduation, students have the 
ability to enter whichever postsecondary plan is their goal, that they are academically and 
socially and emotionally capable of entering those post-high school plans.  
 
Principal 4 said that for her and her community, the goal was to have “students ready for the next 
thing, whether that be college or whether that be career.” Principal 6 responded similarly, 
describing the goal as “that they’re prepared to take that next step whatever it might be, but 
they’re ready to take that next step.” She added that schools are tasked with developing students 
in a variety of ways: 
And that probably has as much to do with their mindset and them having that growth 
mindset as anything. But are they prepared for the hard work that it will take? You know, 
do they have that grit. Our teachers talk about that all the time. That “stick-to-it-iveness” 
that they just don’t see that nearly as much anymore, but that’s what it means to me 
regardless of what step they’ll take. 
 
Principal 7 also mentioned several aspects to his work as an educator, including that students 
leave his school as both good people and hard workers:  
Well, we hope that they are kind human beings ready to conquer whatever path they 
choose, whatever path life chooses for them. They have some grit, they have some 
sustainability, and they have a work ethic. That’s what we hope. 
 
Additionally, principals also value adaptability as a goal for students. Several principals 
referenced skill transfer and being prepared to continue learning after high school. For example, 
Principal 1 said that he hopes his graduates leave the school with a foundational level of 
knowledge and skills that can serve them in their future life, regardless of whether or not that 
path includes postsecondary education. 
Both Principals 11 and 13 shared the hope that their graduates would be able to be 
successful not only in the world of work but in their interpersonal relationships as well. Principal 
11 said, “I hope that they are able to transfer the skills that they learn to whatever aspects of their 




in their relationships with other people.” Similarly, Principal 13 remarked on the importance of 
“being able to function as part of a team and to roll with the punches” as well as “the ability to 
transfer skills to new settings and whether those are academic or affective-like life skills” He 
added, “hopefully if you’re going to be a good employee, you’re also going to make the people 
around you better.” The next section will further detail principal perspectives on how readiness 
extends beyond “college” or “career.” 
Goals for graduates unrelated to careers. Multiple principals expressed that, although 
the types of academic and career-focused measures represented in the Illinois ESSA plan are 
important, they value other outcomes for their graduates far more. As Principal 12 noted,  
First of all, I want our kids to be good kids. I want them to be just good people. I want 
them to be nice. I want them just to stop and help people out and want them to be good 
members of our society. So that’s a big focus here is engagement as a citizen is one of the 
pieces that we’re working on.  
 
Principal 3 shared his hopes for his graduates: 
I really hope our goal for our students is that they walk out of here having a broad 
perspective on the world, recognizing that they’re going to interact with, live with and do 
great work with people from across the world. So they have sort of this narrow view of 
all of us in school all doing the same thing. And then somehow you get in the world and 
you realize nobody’s alike.  
 
Consistent with that sentiment, Principal 3 further explained how his perception of CCR is 
enmeshed with his personal values and school culture: 
So, we actually have added to that term: we have college, career, and culturally ready 
because of the reality that I think our students come from so many different backgrounds 
that to identify a singular definition for college and career ready doesn’t align with our 
values as a district. So when I hear that statement [college and career readiness], I see a 
lot of what I call kind of packaged or canned programs that say every student will do this 
and this and this and that’s great, but then loses sight of the recognition that every student 
has a journey that you’re going to help them along. And some of them will identify very 
clearly and early what they believe that will look like and what they need in order to be 





He went on to say that other students might need more support in finding that direction. 
Therefore, in addition to academic content and career exploration, Principal 3 wants students to 
have “culturally immersed themselves into environments that perhaps they would not have been 
afforded in other schools or would not have taken the risk to be a part of before.” Specifically, he 
said he leverages co-curricular activities like the Muslim Student Association and Black 
Organization for Student Success which are “focused on the unique environment that we have.” 
As noted earlier, Principal 3 said that while he definitely values and attends to data on the CCRi, 
he prioritizes feedback from graduates.  
Authentic experiences. A final subtheme is that principals valued authentic experiences 
for students as a part of the purpose of high school. These authentic experiences ranged from 
meeting industry professionals during class time to workplace learning opportunities like job 
shadowing and internships. The role of CTE programming in this work was also expressed by 
multiple principals.  
All of the principals in this study believed that career exploration was a necessary and 
beneficial activity for high school students. Principal 2 addressed the value of career exploration 
activities in high school: “what we want them to do is take advantage of opportunities right now. 
Engage in experiences where they can take some risks and explore.” She later discussed how 
workplace learning experiences have not only become a priority in her district but also that they 
take many forms: 
We have an initiative right now that’s called “[District Name] Works.” Our 
superintendent is passionate about a lot of things, but one of the things that he’s most 
passionate about is opportunities for students to explore. Micro internships, shadowing, 
observations...even if it’s just guest speakers coming in. We want our kids to learn about 
and fill in the blank; whatever it is while they’re with us so that they know if that’s 





Principal 2 spoke specifically about creating a “teacher pipeline” in her district through the 
creation of a partnership with a local university. Principal 5 also described the start of the 
conversation on similar opportunities for students to experience different careers within a 
designated high school class, specifically giving an example related to education: “They might 
go and help out at a school if they think they might want to be a teacher.” 
Other principals discussed how traditional activities such as field trips and career fairs 
have been reimagined to better align with CCR goals. Principal 8 explained how rebranding field 
trips as “career treks” offers an opportunity for career exploration: “they get exposure and some 
kind of experiential learning, which is certainly super important.” Similarly, Principal 10 
described how the passive and general delivery of the traditional career fair can be made more 
effective through a more targeting delivery within the school day:  
You have these tables and kids are wandering around not visiting any of them, unless 
you’re controlling them to do, say, five meetings and they get something. A career sell 
has been something that we’ve created where we’re bringing in judges, lawyers, bailiffs, 
anybody who works in a courtroom, at all different education levels. And we bring our 
students in from a particular class to have a session to talk about their careers. 
 
Work-based learning and community partnerships. Several principals discussed the 
value of internships and other WBL experiences for their students. Of the 13 principals included 
in this study, 10 discussed WBL experiences that are either currently available or planned for the 
next school year. According to Principal 8, his district has focused on building their WBL 
opportunities for students at several different levels of immersion. He said, “we have a really 
intense internship program with about a third of the senior class in it and a little bit less than that 
in the junior class. But our goal is to try to get eventually every student by the time they graduate 
into an internship.” He added that there is flexibility and built-in career exploration, especially 




class, said one of the benefits of WBL is that they have “given kids some relevancy to the 
curriculum that they’re learning in the school.” 
Principals were interested in expanding partnerships with employers in their 
communities. For example, Principal 4 said that when employers have positive experiences with 
high school students, more employers will get involved. For now, local businesses such as a 
liquor distributor and a frozen yogurt shop have hosted student interns interested in marketing. 
Similarly, Principal 13 described how his local community supports the CCR work of the high 
school and why the real-world connections he is pursuing are so valuable: 
I have a list right here [picks up a color-coded list from desk]. All the red ones you see, 
those are the businesses that the Village Manager believes are ready right now to do 
partnership with us, with kids. That would be like sort of little brother, little sister kind of 
thing, people from these companies. And then by the time they’re through four years of 
our manufacturing pathways of courses, they would have like an apprenticeship or 
internship during their senior year for part of the school day. It’s stuff that we can’t 
really, like, make it feel like the workplace would, here. We can have a shop that looks 
really nice and has good equipment because those companies will donate it sometimes or 
give us the old one when they get the new stuff, which is cool. We’ve got to get them to, 
like, be at the place and hear from the people that are going to do it. 
 
He later added,  
 
And then that usually leads to a point that that would, that once, we haven’t gotten to a 
full cycle of that one yet, but we’re seeing that that will lead to employment as well. So 
it’s education and internship within the high school years that would then lead them to a 
profession, a career where their employer would also pay for future education when 
they’re wanting that.  
 
Principal 10 also specifically mentioned manufacturing as one of the most relevant 
industries in his area. Indeed, in this participant sample, manufacturing was the most common 
industry cited with six different principals discussing their partnerships. Several principals noted 
the need to expand these WBL experiences and increase student and community engagement. 
Principal 6 cited a partnership between her district and a large equipment manufacturer in her 




one area that we actually are kind of working on more. Because we’re seeing more and more 
value with that.”  
Other industries such as information technology were mentioned by three principals. 
Finally, health and human services were cited by three principals. Furthermore, at least half of 
the principals who discussed internships viewed them as culminating activities that 
complemented their comprehensive career pathway work, another aspect of their CCR which 
will be addressed in the next section. 
CCR Pathways and CTE. The majority of the principals in this study described ongoing 
work to structure career pathways within their schools that unified coursework and career 
exploration with postsecondary planning. Of the 13 participants, eight mentioned ongoing 
pathway work. Principal 4, whose school is organized into career academies, shared this 
overview of how career exploration and authentic experiences are embedded in her school’s 
curricular operations: 
And then in November of their freshman year, they do some career exploration. We have 
a career fair; they select an academy. It is not a major; it’s not you’re picking your life at 
14 or 15, but it is an attempt to give the kids some context to why they’re studying what 
they’re studying and also some experimentation. So, you may very much find that this is 
not what you want to do, and that’s good information as well. So, students will select a 
career academy and they can choose from arts and communication, business 
management, information systems, health, medicine, and human services, and STEM. So 
those are the five choices. In their sophomore year, they need to complete a job 
shadowing experience, and that is embedded into their English class. 
 
Principal 12 noted that expanding authentic career activities for students was a priority for his 
school as well. He explained,  
I think for us it’s all about continuing to build out the career pathways. And so when we 
do that, if we notice, hey, we don’t have any career opportunities or opportunities to 
experience, let’s just say, I’ll use teaching as an example. Where’s the piece where they 
go outside the building and can do some of that work? Where’s the piece where they earn 




you’re doing, you’ll see the gaps, and so for us, the way we measure that at least from a 
programming standpoint is where are the holes?  
 
He added that so much of this work was about “connecting the dots” and making the career 
connections explicit for students and families. 
Similarly, Principal 9 described her school’s work on how pathways provided authentic 
experiences. In addition to engineering and culinary pathways, they are also building a 
biomedical program. She said the 4-year program will culminate with a residency-style 
experience where the students intern at a local hospital.  
Principal 13 also emphasized the need to connect with industry professionals to ensure 
authenticity in the pathway work. He used an example from his recent work to illustrate on of the 
key outcomes of collaborating with industry professionals: “being a lawyer [is] so far off from 
you in the future, so what would you do to get a kid in high school thinking in the way that you 
would want them to in order to later be a lawyer?” He explained, 
We try to bring people from them into our settings and have organized conversations to 
build pathways that would get somebody ready for that type of education or that type of 
career. For example, this year there’ll be six of these where there is administrators from 
the school, there are teachers in a field, there are experts out in the world in that field, and 
then there’s a smattering of other people who are the logistics people and that group will 
come together to discuss what should the pathway for X look like in [District 13]. Which 
of the courses, what experiences in school but more importantly outside of the school, 
would be the ones that would get a kid ready to pursue more thoroughly that field?  
 
 Principals identified CTE administrators and teachers as important drivers of pathway 
work. In fact, six of the participating principals specifically identified CTE programming as a 
valuable asset, both as a platform for providing authentic experiences and career exploration as 
well as opportunities for dual credit or industry-level credentials. As Principal 4 said, “if there's a 
credential out there, we want to provide it for our kids.” For Principal 4 and others, their CTE 




described CTE as “vital to who we were as a community and a school.” Although Principal 1 
noted that there used to be more opportunities through local vocational cooperatives, other 
principals reported that they did not experience a decline in value or resources allocated to CTE 
programming over the years. The exception was Principal 11, who had previously worked in a 
large urban school district. She said, “they virtually eliminated all vocational education 
programs, at least in the school that I was at.” She attributed the elimination of CTE 
programming to be a result of a “college for all” philosophy. Then when she moved to the 
district she most recently served, she found that “vocational ed” was still very valued and 
successful in the “blue-collar, I guess you can describe it, community, a lot of industrial 
factories, and things like that.” Other than pathway work and the one career academy school, 
only Principals 12 and 13 principals discussed integration of CTE programming and other 
academic departments 
Challenges in leading for CCR. A final subtheme concerned the many other challenges 
of leading for student CCR. Principals cited insurance and industry regulations as potential 
barriers in placing students in internships and other WBL experiences. Principal 12, for example, 
cited concerns about budgeting for student CCR opportunities.  
When you’re extending kids out of the building for training, that costs money. So funds, I 
think, will be a struggle. We spend $25,000 a semester to send our kids to that TMA 
manufacturing program; that’s for 10 kids. We’re able to do that, but is it sustainable? I 
don’t even know. We’re spending $200,000 on dual credit for our students…which is 
fantastic and it’s in my budget. But if we’re trying to expand those opportunities, that 
costs money…we have to find ways, because if this is the future and we want all of our 
kids graduating high school with associates degrees, same time, that’s going to cost 
money. So we’ve got to find ways to get fiscally creative here. But I also think the 
struggles are finding the partners too, big districts don’t seem to have issues with that. 
But I think the smaller ones do. And I know that the state has talked about trying to help 





In terms of small districts, both Principals 6 and 7 described the challenge of sustaining a wide 
variety of CTE programs and career pathways with a limited student population. For example, 
Principal 7 said,  
That’s an issue here though, 2,000 students. We don’t have anything at the third level. 
We have Welding II, Autos II…but if a course doesn’t have a certain number of students 
signed up for it, we won’t run it.  
 
Principal 7’s comments highlight two potential barriers to creating meaningful career pathways. 
First, her school offers few options for the third year of CTE coursework required for a program 
of study. Second, courses at any level will not run without sufficient student interest and 
enrollment. Her Industrial Technology department offers 11 introductory courses from small 
engines to computer integrated manufacturing. However, there are only five courses offered at 
the second level.  
Principal 13 was among the four principals who said staffing as a CCR challenge, citing 
the requirements to teach in certain CTE pathways as a barrier, and the principals in this study 
offered few examples of potential solutions. The exception was Principal 10, who shared his plan 
to use information about the local economy to make staffing decisions and build new 
programming: 
Right now we have a teacher retiring. Instead of just hiring a replacement for that teacher, 
what we’re doing is we’re looking at what are the Top 10 careers in the area that in the 
County that we can create a pathway for and then use this FTE accordingly to aid in 
building that pathway.  
 
Principal 10’s plan to use area career data was the most specific example given of how a school 
was utilizing local economic data to plan CCR programming. However, almost all of the 
participating principals mentioned some connection between CCR, pathways, and the 




Several principals also cited a disconnect with employers as a barrier to student success. 
For example, Principal 10 also shared the difficulty of working with non-educators to connect 
with students. He said, “you have somebody come in from the company, and it’s really cool to 
see how that science or that law is used in their job. But sometimes they are going to shoot way 
over the kids in terms of their knowledge base.” He said that he has found better success when 
the industry professional serves as more of co-teacher than a guest speaker, thereby 
strengthening the relationship between educators and industry professionals.  
In fact, both Principals 8 and 13 reported organized opportunities for classroom teachers 
to become connected to the world of work outside of their experience as educators. Principal 8 
said teachers often lack exposure to the reality of careers in their subject’s field. He added, 
“we’ve learned that we need to do a better job of bringing those exposures to them,” and he 
described the annual meetings between staff and industry professionals:  
They just talk through like what are the biggest things your organization is facing? What 
are some skills you wish were slightly different? …We’ve said we don’t want to just 
have people who are history teachers come in and do the social science classes. I want to 
know like people who have maybe a degree in political science who work for a 
fundraising firm that raises money for political campaigns next to somebody who does 
social science research for an advertising firm. And then next to somebody who is a 
psychologist for the military. Like there’s so many different ways that you can layer these 
career experiences with students. But I think a lot of times teachers don’t know all those 
options because those options change regularly.  
 
Principal 13 said he also prioritizes time spent by his teachers with industry professionals: 
“When it comes to many careers, we try to bring people from them into our settings and have 
organized conversations to build pathways that would get somebody ready for that type of 
education or that type of career.” Notably, the schools and districts represented by Principals 8 





In summary, principal perceptions of the purpose of high school were strongly grounded 
in preparing students for life after high school. Principals in this study value postsecondary 
options and authentic experiences for students. Internships and community partners were 
frequently cited, and multiple principals were engaged in career pathway work focused mainly 
on CTE programming. 
Theme 3: School-Community Context 
Principals indicated that parent and community expectations, resources, and context 
inform their CCR work. All principals also commented on the role of the high school in the 
community and, in some cases, how that connects to their CCR-focused work. For example, 
Principal 5 stated: 
We have parents that are very supportive of what we do here at the high school. I think 
that we’re lucky when it comes to that, the support that we have. So education is 
important. We’re basically a one community school, a huge part of it is just from one 
community. There’s a lot of love and pride in the school.  
 
Principals 9 and 12, respectively, further cited examples of community support through approved 
referenda. Both of their districts were able to build or renovate the facilities needed for modern 
CTE and career-focused programming. Principal 9’s district is building a science, technology, 
and manufacturing center, while Principal 12’s school had done extensive renovations that 
allowed for the growth of career-focused programs through spaces like a state-of-the-art 
manufacturing lab. He said, “there’s that sense of respect, and that’s really helped kind of turn 
the tide here to move us into these innovative programs is getting the support from the 
community.”  
Separately, the need to manage community expectations and reactions to accountability 
numbers, rankings, and school status was identified by several principals. Principal 3 reflected on 




said, “don’t look at it and compare it to X, Y, and Z school. Those are different communities, 
different backgrounds, different experiences and most importantly different kids.” He added,  
I’m passionate about that. Like, people know it, the parents know it, the community 
knows it, the people I’ve worked with know it, my staff knows that I will to the end 
defend what we do as a building at any given day and celebrate the heck out of it. Not in 
comparison to other schools but in comparison to what we accomplished. 
 
Similarly, Principal 10 said that he sees the Illinois CCRi as an opportunity to highlight student 
success to the community. According Principal 10, “that is one of the goals of any village: They 
want their kids to become citizens who are active and having good employment.” He added,  
Our village has really gotten behind us and really gravitated to some of the things that 
we’re changing and the things that we’re trying to do, so people are buying into this work 
and they’re seeing the benefits. So whereas before they would just criticize us for the kids 
that weren’t performing [on standardized tests].  
 
Principal 10 expressed a hopefulness that the CCRi could serve as a vehicle for highlighting 
student success beyond SAT scores. He was not alone in his perception of being judged by the 
community based on metrics perceived as problematic.  
Principal 13 also discussed the intersection between school performance and community 
expectations. As a principal who has previously worked in districts that were very focused on 
test scores, he now leads a community where manufacturing and entrepreneurship are more 
valued. He reflected on these differences: 
So in some respects, like as a product of our community, we morphed into what does our 
community and what does the prevailing culture kind of tell us about the needs our kids 
have? And what it told us is if you do a really good job of getting kids ready for jobs, 
people are going to shut up about your scores. If you get people really good scores, 
people are gonna move into your neighborhood and raise house values. Either way, 
there’s a way to do right by kids and work hard and get the community what it wants.  
 
Principal 12 said that he believes his school’s readiness work is viewed positively in the 




So the community has really embraced this [CCR work] because I think we’re more of a 
blue-collar community here. Hardworking, “hands dirty” kind of community. So this kind 
of thing makes more sense to them. And they can relate with these kinds of indicators 
which are little bit more clear than the previous system. So I mean, those career 
indicators are really explicit, and really easy to kind of wrap your head around.  
 
Several principals discussed how they tailor their CCR messaging, and this aspect of CCR 
leadership will be further discussed in the next section. 
Parent communication and expectations. All principals discussed their role as 
communicators in a variety of settings and with a multitude of stakeholders. One of the most 
prevalent subthemes was the crucial need to communicate with parents. As Principal 8 stated, 
“You got to get to the parents to impact the kids.” To that end, principals experience this aspect 
of leading for CCR in a variety of ways. Principal 9 described the importance of parent 
communication and how it intersects with her school’s CCR work, giving examples of different 
messaging starting with middle school outreach and then targeting parents by their student’s year 
in school and where they should be on the postsecondary preparation continuum. She said they 
use the CTE career clusters as a starting point and also leverage other resources such as their 
website, social media, and learning management system to consistently message to parents. 
Indeed, frequent communication with parents through information nights, newsletters, 
and social media was mentioned by all principals. At the time of our interview, Principal 11 was 
preparing for her remarks at an upcoming curriculum night. She shared the following about her 
thought process: 
I do want to talk about options and I do want to talk about choice. We all know students 
who either started college not knowing what they’re going to do. We all know students 
who their freshman year of high school knew exactly what they wanted to do. So it’s a 
time period where we have to be flexible and we can’t put too much pressure on students, 
but we want to let them know that there are many different options available. And we all 





Several principals discussed an additional aspect of parent communication: managing parents’ 
expectations. For example, Principal 3 shared the following insight into his work: 
So I do have a lot of direct conversations with parents now. When they’re freshmen and 
we will really support and wrap our arms around kids that the first half of high school; 
second half high school I’ve helped parents understand you need to start letting them go a 
little bit and let us have some time with them to let them struggle and realize what it 




But you got to decide whether you want them to figure it out when they’re with us and 
you’re not spending $40,000 a year or they’re still in your basement figuring out what to 
do with life, which is fine because my own son’s doing that, but he’s not spending 
$40,000 a year doing it. So that they have the postsecondary experience while they’re still 
with us and have the supports wrapped around them.  
 
The importance of engaging in CCR-focused activities at the high school underscored 
several principal comments about parent communication and expectations. For example, 
Principal 10 said he has incorporated additional career-focused messaging based on 
conversations he has had with parents. Specifically, he cited the need to help parents understand 
the costs and benefits of various postsecondary options. He said although parents are concerned 
about college costs, they are still very focused on the dream of their child attending a 4-year 
college. He said,  
It’s just, "you’ve got to do better than I did." The student doesn’t necessarily have any 
guidance to what that’s going to be because there’s nobody at home that kind of has that 
experience. So they’re going to be the first. They would be a first to go to college in their 
family, if they do go and there’s not a lot of support or guidance to them. So we’ve had to 
boost those areas that kind of support those kids in high school. 
 
Principal 10 also stated that parents may have preconceived notions regarding certain career 
pathways. For example, manufacturing is an industry with good jobs and the potential for 
employer-funded continuing education. He said parents struggle to appreciate these advantages:  
They have this image of a dirty, grimy floor. It’s a lot of dirt and dust, and that’s not all 




manufacturing that parents don’t have an imagery of. So we’ve been trying to break that 
down and share those opportunities with parents. 
 
Principal 8 stated that parents can have “tunnel vision” about having their children go to college. 
He said he shares this message: “The world looks a lot different than it did when they were that 
age and the entry into the workforce is much different than it was at that age too.” Similar to 
Principal 10, Principal 8 reflected that some parents may not understand that many of today’s 
jobs offer much more flexibility in qualifications, credentials needed, and opportunities for 
growth, adding “the world of work has changed in that regard. So I’m just trying to show parents 
that there are differences from maybe their own career experiences that their students are going 
to have that are important to understand.”  
Principal 5, who had previously stated that his school-community was very college 
focused, shared that parental expectations inform his communication strategies, including 
frequently sharing college information and statistics as opposed to career information. He said a 
consistent college focus was the current expectation. On the other hand, Principal 7 described the 
parents of her students as not having a strong college focus from parents, many of whom do not 
have college degrees. She stated that she emphasizes the many options available to students 
including community college and apprenticeships in the trades because of that. 
Principal 12 shared that his work with the CCRi has helped him communicate with 
parents in his community: 
I specifically remember a dad coming to me, a blue-collar dad that said, “for the first time 
in my kids’ eight or nine years of education, I finally understand what all of this means.” 
So, I think the conversations that we’ve had have always been framed around the test 
score. And giving some visuals of what different pathways might look like. Not every kid 
has to go to college. And you’re kind of laying out these pieces that allow all kinds of 
kids and parents to kind of relate. And so then you bring it back and say, this is the 
system that supports every kid and here’s how and you start laying out these indicators 





In summary, parent and community expectations mattered a great deal to the principals in 
this study. Empowering students and families with knowledge about postsecondary options was 
of paramount concern as principals want students to make decisions that result in a stable income 
and quality of life.  
Influence of the economy. Several principals indicated that the characteristics of their 
local economy informed their CCR work. Responses ranged from the general to the specific. For 
example, Principal 4 noted that many of her “best and brightest” former students do not return to 
their high school community, instead moving to other towns. She said she would like to see that 
change and for students from her high school to stay in the community to contribute to the 
economy. Principal 13, who has worked previously at schools in more affluent areas, referenced 
the needs of his current community and how that shapes the work of his school: 
So in many respects, I am shaped by and just try to leave better that which I encounter. 
We don’t always decide exactly where we’re going to lead. I’m at [Town Name]. If we 
don’t have a good manufacturing program, what are we doing? Like it’s just a sense of 
like what a missed opportunity. There are thousands of living wage jobs right here and 
we’re instead, going to have a kid go to Northeastern Illinois [University] just because? 
 
Despite Principal 13 and other principals in this study perceiving the ESSA and the CCRi as 
more college focused versus career, they personally expressed openness to a wide variety of 
post-high school paths. Seven of the 12 other participants echoed Principal 13’s sentiments that 
rejected the notion of traditional 4-year college as the only or best option. Instead, they indicated 
that 2-year colleges and certificate programs were in fact preferable for many careers available in 
their communities. For example, Principal 6 said, 
Sure, if they want to go to college, we want them to think of that as an option for them. 
But right now, what we’re going to be short four million welders over the next 
decade…it’s like a huge number and so we feel like we’ve got kids still doing that and 
they’re doing it well. They’re going to be set. They’re going to be providing for 





Principal 13 stated that he sees his role as serving the public which sometimes required a balance 
between providing the services and environment they wanted and also telling them when “they 
don’t know what’s going on.” By way of example, Principal 13 cited “new narratives” that have 
emerged. He said that “college for all,” the mindset that was the foundation of NCLB, is not 
aligned with the current world of work. Additionally, he referenced the tracked classes and 
hyper-focus on test scores as ineffective practices that, in the absence of NCLB, have allowed 
the conversation to shift to a more comprehensive view of readiness. He went on to add,  
The college debt story of the country also shaped that where it’s like, all right, well, so 
are we being irresponsible if in the face of what everybody’s saying is a crisis? Is it 
irresponsible to just send kids to whatever college they get into because they thought they 
were supposed to? So that as a backdrop really kind of changed our focus.  
 
College debt was also a factor cited in by Principal 1:  
 
So I just think that a lot of our feeder schools are all about “the young scholars” and this 
and that. Great, and that’s great. But a lot of our population couldn’t afford to go to a 
good 4-year university. So what do you say to these people who are going to rack up 
$400,000 in debt? 
 
Similar perspectives shared by other participating principals in this study indicate that 
principals are aware that their CCR work does not happen in a vacuum, but instead that they 
appreciate the social and economic realities their graduates will face. 
Theme 4: District Structure 
Principals also identified the structure of their districts as a factor in the CCR work. There 
were two predominant subthemes: relationships with K-8 sender schools and the availability of 
district staff, including guidance counselors, committed to advancing student CCR. There were 
also significant variations in the principals’ lived experience of leading in very different school 




Coordination with sender districts. Principals described a variety of relationships with 
their K-8 sender districts. The comments of several principals illustrate that although high school 
exclusive districts do articulate with their sender districts in a variety of capacities, the work 
prioritizes general curriculum topics and not necessarily CCR. Logistical concerns were cited by 
principals who had more than one and sometimes as many as seven sender districts to contend 
with. This excerpt from the interview with Principal 10 captures the difficulty of working with 
sender districts who also send students to multiple high school districts: 
Being that I have five sender districts where I will receive anywhere from 100% down to 
20 kids of each school. Where I have 95% of the kids in their graduating class come to 
me and the other five go to [Other High School], which is like one of the best schools in 
the state…and they go tailor to [Other High School]. So, yeah, it’s a little mind-numbing 
sometimes. That’s a hard conversation because all five of those districts have five 
different Boards of Education and they do not agree necessarily with us.  
 
Principal 10 added that he works extra hard to articulate with two of the principals whose 
students have traditionally needed more support to help with the transition to high school. He 
also discussed a recent shared service agreement allowing his superintendent to also act as the 
superintendent of at least one sender district. Otherwise, the relationships are a patchwork of 
informal agreements that allow Principal 10 minimal “face time” with his incoming students. 
Regarding starting the college and career conversation before high school, Principal 10 added, 
“you know, if we could work with our middle schools on that, that’d be really helpful.”  
Multiple principals, however, identified articulation efforts that were not necessarily 
focused on CCR. Principal 5 said articulation in his area was focused on curriculum: “to make 
sure that what we’re doing or what they’re doing and what we’re doing isn’t the same thing. So 
that a kid doesn’t read To Kill a Mockingbird three times.” Principal 3 shared that his high school 
district and three sender districts have entered into a “learning compact” with each other to help 




articulation is mainly conducted by the academic department chairs, citing progress made on 
aligning math curricula between the districts. She added, “we just don’t do any career 
exploration with them.” 
 Principal 6 identified the potential for further work with her sender schools. During our 
interview, she had ideas about integrating CCR into outreach and articulation processes: 
Maybe we could utilize it [career advisement] in terms of placing it into the high school 
class. I’m really glad you asked me that. That’s great. That’s a great point. Because I do 
think the kinds of electives that our kids choose depend on where they think they see 
themselves but I don’t know how much career prep [the middle schools engage in]. 
We’ve never talked about that. Yeah, I think the conversation just started.  
 
Principal 9, whose high school is organized into career pathways, also stressed the 
importance of connecting with incoming students and beginning the pathway conversation early: 
And unlike middle school where everybody’s kind of exposed to the same coursework, 
that your goal is to try to start defining this in terms of a pathway now, not what your best 
friend is doing or not.  
 
Principal 12 viewed his unique district structure as an opportunity for future collaboration 
around their CCR work. In this interview excerpt, he describes using a unit district’s PaCE 
framework to drive conversations with sender districts:  
So, we’ve done this a couple of times already where I think [unit district name], we 
looked at their PaCE framework. So we did our 9-12 framework and then we went to our 
partner schools and there are three districts and we all met together, and we said, “okay, 
here’s ours. Here is one from [unit district name].” Like we need to close the gaps here 
because you’re right. The reality is we can’t just wait till they come to us to be having 
these conversations.  
 
 Although Principal 12 was further along in this sort of articulation work, all 13 principals 
recognized the value of middle school participation in readiness conversations and activities. 
However, principals also identified the tension related to early CCR advisement. For example, 




their CTE programming, the messaging aspects can be difficult when the readiness conversation 
is perceived as a choice between college or career: 
But at the end of the day, I mean it’s their district and I really give the information they 
want. They’re going to give us the access they want and I think that no junior high 
principal wants to say, well, I’m the junior high principal telling you your kid is not going 
to Urbana [to the University of Illinois]. 
 
In other words, it has been Principal 1’s experience that the sender school principals are hesitant 
to move beyond the traditional “college for all” message. Principal 4 relayed a similar idea 
through this story: 
Our eighth-grade open house really is all about the electives and about the career 
academy because it’s different. And I had one parent, like, yell at me. It never happened 
before. She yells at me, like, why are we preparing kids for careers when they’re 14? And 
she just couldn’t wrap her head around it. We’re not preparing them for careers; we’re 
preparing them for life. You go to school so that you’re prepared to do the next thing.  
 
The perspectives and experiences of Principals 1 and 4 identify a perceived fear that discussing a 
multitude of postsecondary options may be seen as pushing students into a career path too early 
or even sending a message of low expectations.  
 District CCR-related staff. Regardless of the size of their high school and district size, 
principals all acknowledged the importance of a range of other staff members as they lead for 
student CCR. Guidance counselors and directors were the most frequently cited staff by 
principals in this study. Multiple principals also cited the use of career exploration software 
products such as Naviance or Career Cruising. Several other mentioned alignment to ASCA’s 
model program which is a developmental guidance framework or the use of the PaCE 
framework. In this excerpt, Principal 9 discussed her school’s counseling program: 
You know, you always kind of get stuck in the balance between individual student 
support and programmatic, but they are out there a lot with [during the student support 
period]. Well, that’s when the counselors go out and they teach the lessons, different 
lessons, on different career clusters on Naviance, on, you know, different opportunities 





Principal 12 also commented on adjustments to how guidance counselors deliver their services: 
“The counselor traditional mindset is the college mindset, and I think it’s hard for them to wrap 
their heads around some of this. So that’s been an area that we’ve been working on.” He added,  
So I think we’ve flipped our guidance model a little bit to have these conversations to 
make sure that we use the PaCE framework. We revamped ours; we have the building-
specific framework that we did last year. So we’re making sure that we’re checking those 
boxes to start having the career conversations in ninth grade, not waiting until 11th grade. 
 
Other principals also reported that counselors often exhibited the same college-emphasis 
as has been reported in prior themes. For example, Principal 11 said she perceived counselors as 
very college-focused. She said, “I only say that because there’s not a lot of talk about career 
pathways right now. I know we have them, I know they’re accessible online, but we do not talk 
about it as adults in the building.” She later added that she believes all of the adults in the 
building should be messaging about postsecondary readiness. Principal 10 stated that although 
his school has a “college and career counselor,” that individual is mostly focused on traditional 
college admissions. He said his district has recently started a partnership with the local 
community college for additional advising support through a transition specialist.  
Principal 2 highlighted the ways that her counseling staff was working to provide 
additional information to students and families, namely a Student Services Leadership Team: 
They’re doing podcasts with admissions counselors, which has been, like, really neat 
because these are kids who, they’re seniors, they’re just going through the application 
process themselves. And they were talking to admissions counselors about how they can 
support their [classmates] who are applying for colleges  
 
As noted previously, the percentage of Principal 2’s student body that enrolls in postsecondary 
institution within 12 months of graduating was the highest out of the schools in this study. 
According to her, the families in her district desire college information above all else. Notably, 




They seem to always be gone going to the college meetings where it’s lunch at 
Maggiano’s, that type of thing. Very rarely do they go to anything career-wise. However, 
their director, she’s the one who was the business teacher who’s all over the college and 
career readiness. So she probably could be providing the professional development to 
them, and I’m sure she is. I just haven’t sat through it, but I mean, she’s really great at 
that. 
 
Like half of the principals in this study, her comments suggest that she perceives the counselors 
to be more focused on the college-bound student. Interestingly, she attributed the PPS director’s 
CTE background as a factor contributing to why that individual has a more comprehensive view. 
Multiple principals expressed a desire for their counseling programs to become more 
systematic and proactive in the service of CCR. Principal 10 described his school’s guidance 
program as delivering basic experiences such as interest inventories and overviews of the college 
admissions process. However, he expressed a concern that the group delivery might not be 
effective for all students. As an example he imagined some students thinking to themselves, 
“‘I’m not going to go to college, so I’m not going to do this.’” He added, “We need to re-
examine that and how are we attending to that student.”  
Principal 5, whose background includes work as a counselor, shared a similar perception: 
It’s really how much interest the student has. I don’t know that the counselors, if [John 
Doe], the student wants help, I think the counselor would help him every day. But if 
[John Doe] is a “keeps to himself” kid, they’re not necessarily going to call them down 
other than things that they need to call him down to make sure that they’re picking out 
their classes.  
 
The comments of Principals 5 and 10 suggest their perception that a one-size-fits-all guidance 
program may be least effective for the students who need advisement the most. 
Several principals expressed an awareness that counselor caseloads could be an obstacle 
to high-quality advising. Principal 9 wondered, “So how do we balance that time of having 
enough counselors to work with students to help make sure they’re, you know, gaining all of 




is last in our conference. Oh my God.” He added, “I think our counseling department is trying 
harder. I hold our counseling department to a very high standard, and they let me down daily. I 
think they’re trying harder.” He went on to express frustration: 
I think they’re informed, but I don’t think they do a good job of regularly meeting with 
the students. I mean, if you grabbed a random kid in the hallway and ask who your 
counselors are, I don’t think they’d know. In walking from the meeting I was in to get 
you, seven kids stopped me to ask me any range of things. Four of those are things they 
should ask their counselor. I’ll do it for them now, and I’ll get it done by the end of the 
day because I’m not going to let a kid down. The counselors are going to get upset with 
me that I did it and I should have sent them to them. And I think, well they already went 
and saw you and it wasn’t done.  
 
He went on to question whether they see the value of connecting with students outside of 
scheduled meetings. Principal 1 said that he has been intentionally modeling visibility in the 
hallways and cafeteria but said motivating the counseling staff was still a work in progress.  
On the other hand, Principal 4’s experience was more indicative of the other principals in 
this study where the role of counselors was evolving. After adopting a comprehensive guidance 
curriculum, she said, the counselors work has changed:   
It’s been a lot more directed, and they’re being held a lot more accountable for 
deliverables. They’ve always done good work, but it wasn’t really…if I’m a kid who’s 
super-needy and I’m going to see my counselor, I’m getting really good information that 
contact. So we want to make sure that everybody has access to that. 
 
In summary, principals recognize the value of guidance counselors and the advising 
system but expressed concerns about the counselors not necessarily being proactive in their 
service delivery. Additionally, counselors were viewed as being college-focused. Perceptions of 
a college bias in advisement were made by the principals leading the schools with the highest 





Classroom teachers. Other than CTE staff, classroom teachers were generally not 
identified as CCR-related staff. However, multiple principals did discuss aspects of their 
leadership that required them to articulate a common purpose and focus their entire school 
system on the goal of preparing students for life after high school. For example, Principal 9 said 
that she has used the developmental guidance curriculum as a communication tool for her entire 
staff: “[we are] helping our teachers to understand that everybody has a role in this, not just 
student services, not just a certain department or division.” Principal 7 expressed a very similar 
sentiment. However, Principal 2 said, “I think we could do a better job of inviting our staff into 
the discussion about how and where they’re supporting the school improvement effort for sure.”  
In fact, building staff capacity and articulating a common purpose were the aspects of 
CCR leadership most cited by participating principals. Although all principals discussed the 
importance of professional learning, many acknowledged that teacher professional development 
has not been specifically focused on CCR concepts or strategies. Principal 10 suggested that 
general initiatives such as training on mindset contributed to CCR, but it was more common that 
CCR-related professional learning was limited to guidance counselors and, in a few cases, CTE 
teachers, as Principal 5 noted, “but as far as helping them [classroom teachers] to prepare kids 
for college and career, I don’t think we’ve done anything for teachers. I think we’ve done okay 
for student services but not teachers.” In summary, all principals discussed their role in 
promoting ongoing professional learning. However, only two principals said they provided CCR-
focused professional development to classroom teachers. 
Other district staff. Beyond counselors, principals also cited a variety of personnel who 
assisted in CCR-related activities. Most participants were able to cite one or more individuals 




district. Having a position dedicated to forming community partnerships was one of the more 
common supports noted by principals, as shown in these comments by Principal 4: 
So we actually have an entire district position called Director of Community 
Partnerships. And so one of his…like everybody wears multiple hats, right? But one of 
his jobs is to build partnerships with different things. So we have a pretty robust 
partnership with [Local Employer], is one that we do projects with every year and then 
pretty much everybody else. And so the last few years we’ve had kids that were either 
going into their senior year or just graduate have paid internship with different companies 
in the area.  
 
Principal 10 similarly described how his school utilizes a community liaison position to make 
connections with the school and the community. He said, that the liaison locates the industry 
professionals who participate in career sells and other career activities. She also finds placements 
for the students in the internship classes. He added, “she’s the bridge between the school and the 
community.” 
Principal 8 also described the significant resources allocated to supporting CCR in his 
district where there are two full-time staff members dedicated to college and career readiness 
programming: 
The career coordinator works with the department chairs and they build out the career 
experiences and the career days for every department. They also take a look at all the 
field trips at the beginning of the school year and they take on career experiences to those 
field trips too. And then the college and career admission specialist, she certainly works 
more on the college end. She does a lot of workshops on resume writing and letters of 
recommendation writing for the adults. And then student essay writing and just like 
college fit. She does a lot of parent programming on college fit.  
 
Alternately, Principal 1 described having some support from other staff, but also that he was 
visible in the community and made connections with local business and industry leaders. He 
added,  
That’s why I worked pretty closely with the college and career facilitator, but that’s a 
part-time position. So it’s almost always somebody pretty new, but I give her all my 
contacts and we work and we go down to the CTE classes we pull some kids in and we 




here to hear the people speak the first time. And then I hope that creates connection 
because people I bring in are looking to connect. 
 
Principals 6 and 12 lead the two smallest schools in the study and also reported little in 
the way of additional staff being allocated for community partnerships in particular. Principal 6 
cited the importance of the local EFE (Education for Employment, a CTE cooperative) staff, 
while Principal 12 said the responsibilities for forming CCR relationships in the community are 
distributed throughout existing staff with the principal himself playing a significant role. He said, 
“ideally we’d have an individual whose job every day was to go make those connections. So 
we’ve just kind of hodgepodged it together to be honest with you.” He added, “we have some 
things here and there, but that’s honestly our biggest weakness right now. Biggest area of growth 
is more partnerships.” Principal 12 said the school had recently joined the local chamber of 
commerce in the hopes of making additional connections and business partnerships.  
Finally, several of the schools represented in this study, including the two small schools 
just discussed, are single-school districts. As Principal 5 mentioned in this excerpt, there may be 
fewer district-level staff available, but these principals often have more autonomy: 
Well, I think our superintendent understands that this is something that the Illinois State 
Board of Education deems as important and this is something that we’ve been looking 
forward, looking more into under her leadership as a result of that…and as a result, that 
becomes my goal. It’s from the Board so I assume from the Board to her, and we are just 
a one-school district. So, it’s pretty easy to get things accomplished, I mean, we’re lucky. 
The superintendent’s just right down the hall, and I don’t have to have three other schools 
agree with me to do something. 
 
Principal 12 commented similarly: 
 
And the fact that we are so small I’m able to, just to me personally, I just get up, but I go 
walk down the hall and I go, I have a conversation with the superintendent or whoever. 
So there are those unique connections with everybody in the building. So we’re tight 





In summary, the principals in this study indicated that parent and community 
expectations, resources, and context inform their CCR work. They also discussed the larger 
context beyond their community, and that theme will be further elaborated on in the following 
section. 
Theme 5: The Pursuit of Equity in CCR Work 
A final theme that emerged was principal attention to and leadership for equity in 
postsecondary readiness activities. Principals view their role as leader, advocate, and manager of 
expectations, but are aware that they are situated within a larger system. Interview data included 
references to advocating for all students and an awareness of the need to work towards equity. 
Notably, references to SES were far more numerous than references to race or ethnicity. Some 
principals viewed the pursuit of equity as integral to their leadership. For example, Principal 11 
discussed how a focus on equity drives her as a leader: 
Oh gosh, I feel like the crux of my work is, is all equity focus. So, I did a lot of work with 
AP programming in my previous two districts actually. And I’m realizing that it’s the 
barriers that we put in place that prevents the access and the opportunity for kids. Not that 
they can’t do it, we don’t give it to them as an option many times, so we’re putting those 
barriers in place for them. So, I think it’s all about and using an equity lens to drive a lot 
of what we are doing and making sure that all kids have some opportunity to access these 
types of classes and programs. 
 
She also described using data to focus and motivate her teachers and staff: 
 
If we stick with what we’ve always been doing, we’re not going to move the needle 
forward. So, I think sometimes as leaders, we have to take a radical stance and say that 
we’re going to do things differently here to give access to all and just go with it. And then 
you show in the numbers and in the success of the program and it does work. And that’s 
how I’ve been able to do that with AP. If we put every kid in AP that we know is going to 
pass the test, it’s not going to be equitable. 
 
She added that she is focused on helping teachers dismantle their preconceived notions of who 
will be successful and that ensuring access is one way to do that: “We can talk about it until 




Principal 6 discussed how an equity focus caused a re-examination of placement 
procedures after she found that students from low-income households were underrepresented in 
advanced math classes. She recalled that the prior placement system relied heavily on 
standardized test scores: 
So, I think that when we went to only math scores, we basically said, “our impoverished 
community kids are never going to be in honors classes.” I don’t think that was what we 
intended. We wanted to have a balancing. They’re coming from so many places. They’re 
all doing something a little bit different. We were looking for a way to balance but I think 
in the end kids from low income tend to not do very well on standardized tests. 
 
The result of this work was a placement system where test scores are just one factor, but that 
motivated students have greater access to honors coursework. Principal 13 talked extensively 
about how an equity focus has shaped his leadership and the academic systems that changed 
because of it: 
In terms of our own leadership conversations, we look carefully at our achievement data 
to see grades-wise, behavior incidents-wise, what is this story? What are we being told 
here? So we read as a team Despite the Best Intentions which was really, really good 
because it got, adds so much of what it was like, how racism thrives in affluent 
schools…And so, in reading that book and talking for about two years as an A-team, we 
eliminated one of our levels of classes. 
 
Principal 13 explained that their leveled system was designed to promote maximum growth on 
the ACT, it had the “an unintended consequence of really segregating our kids into pockets.” He 
said that the lowest level classes would be upwards of 90% Hispanic students, nearly double the 
demographic make-up of the student body. He added, “and so, in the name of academic hitting 
them where they are, we really created a segregated system in which kids were with the same 
kids all day, reinforcing the same low expectations for each other, all day for four years.” 
Principal 13 also described the de-tracking process as “a hard sell sometimes to teachers,” but 
that he responded with support in the form of empathy and professional learning. He went on to 




Principal 4 also described how NCLB has impacted her work as an advocate for equity. 
She spoke specifically about the power disaggregated data analysis: 
We’ve always disaggregated data for as long as I can remember, we’ve looked at data by 
subgroups. But one of the things we did prior to NCLB is we had kids really, really 
tracked. And so, you were going to work, you were going to college and then the courses 
that you took were very, very different.  
 
Principal 4 said that looking at the data illuminated that all students were not able to access the 
content and skills emphasized on the ACT. Significantly, her district eliminated general math 
and instituted Algebra 2 as a graduation requirement. Notably, completion of Algebra 2 is one of 
the academic indicators in the Illinois ESSA plan. Principal 4 also identified how her district is 
using specific training programs to address equity issues: 
We’ve got three different professional developments that we’re developing and going 
through: culturally responsive education, implicit bias training, and restorative practices. 
So now we’re working on how do we implement all those things. So people have gone 
through training, but there’s still a disconnect with policies and procedures in light of 
these trainings.  
 
In our interview, Principal 4 expressed concern about Board-level support for exclusionary 
discipline. Such policies resulted in Black students being overrepresented in exclusionary 
discipline data. . She expressed frustration with the slow pace of improvement but pointed to the 
progress made in her school’s AP program:  
I will say this, that AP School of the Year award, you get that because out of all the small 
schools in the nation, we most increased our number or percent of minority and students 
on free and reduced lunch in AP earning a three or higher. So absolutely making progress 
there, but it’s still not reflective of the student population. 
 
In addition to Principal 4, several other principals discussed similar attention to both 
opportunity and achievement data. Principal 12 said, 
I think eliminating the gatekeeper course is a huge one for equity. Because when we 
looked at that you noticed right away who’s in those courses and who isn’t in those 
courses. And so I think that was a huge one, great when you’re talking equity. But I think 




kids, here’s a Loyola [dual credit] or our AP courses. And actually my [graduate school] 
program evaluation and was on the AP program and we’re open access. But it’s not very 
equitable when you look at the score breakdowns. 
 
Principal 2 said, “we are starting to have some pretty significant conversations around 
subgroups,” but the work of creating supports for students was in its early stages. She added, 
What we’re trying to do is look at all of the areas that we feel are important, most of 
which represented within the indicators and now talk about equity through the lens of 
access for all and how we can support all in those are delicate and sensitive 
conversations, but they’re needed conversations and we need to make sure that our efforts 
are hitting all students. So we’re starting to go in that direction.  
 
The comments of Principals 2, 4, and 12 suggest that although they are looking at data and, in 
some cases, enacting policy changes intended to provide greater access, they are not yet seeing 
improvement in achievement data. Even Principal 3, who described an extensive equity focus in 
his district, acknowledged that the work is just beginning: 
I think it has to be everywhere. I think it has to be from your policies and practices; we 
just changed our dress code pretty drastically, so that was huge. It was pretty geared 
towards White men with that, and then from our discipline procedures to who we suspend 
or who we consequence, how we consequence, what are we doing with them? What kind 
of restorative things are we having, what kinds of skills are we actually building with 
these kids who act out? And then who we hire, making sure that they see people of color 
in the school, what the curriculum looks like. Do they see themselves in the curriculum? 
And then yes, programming for sure.  
 
Other principals had different perspectives based on their demographics, with variations 
between and among principals with similar demographic make-ups. Of the 13 schools 
represented in this study, three high schools have student bodies comprised of at least 80% White 
students. For instance, Principal 5 stated, “as far as equity, I don’t know. I don’t know if I can 
say that it’s…I can’t tell you for sure that we do great. I think we do okay.” With few reportable 





On the other hand, Principal 7 described her equity work as focused on these small 
groups of students: 
We don’t have a ton of the subgroups, but that’s something the curriculum assistant 
principal and I look at significantly. And we’re doing this program called deep equity. 
But one of my things is to look at like, we do have 20 Hispanic juniors. So let’s look at 
their scores. Who are their teachers? What are we doing to help them? What kind of 
interventions or extra assistance can we provide for them to help improve scores for 
whatever it is they want to do? 
 
Alternately, Principal 8 described a “big picture” approach to how he maintains an equity focus 
in his local context: 
We’re really trying to learn from these other school leaders who I think do a much more 
aggressive job and a much more...maybe they’ve just been doing it for longer. I think it’s 
different being in a school that’s mostly White. So I think there are some differences 
where I think the misnomer in the narrative is that your kids don’t need this. And I’ve 
heard that a lot actually from people in really powerful positions and they’ll say that your 
school needs it the least. And I’m like, really? I feel like our kids need it more than 
anybody. And even that’s probably disingenuous. I feel like our kids need it just as much 
as anybody. And so that’s been really interesting to navigate.  
 
 In summary, nine of the 13 principals in this study identified specific leadership activities 
related to ensuring equity was a priority in their school. Commonly, principals cited analyzing 
achievement data as well as reviewing policies and practices. This focus on placement, 
discipline, and test scores suggests that the current equity work is not specifically focused on the 
CCRi or readiness more generally. Few principals referenced examining disaggregated data by 
program or pathway, and there was a preponderance of focus on SES with less attention to the 
racialized reality of particular student groups. 
Finally, principals cited the diverse needs of students as a challenge in leading for CCR. 
Principal 10 identified “trying to make sure that everybody’s learning and everybody is receiving 




comprehensive high school. Similarly, Principal 11 also shared her concerns about meeting the 
needs of all students: 
I think what we as high schools need to keep in mind is just the time restraints that we 
have to get everyone college and career ready in four years when they don’t necessarily 
start in the same place. It’s a challenge that we all have to recognize. And I don’t know if 
there’s a way to measure that, where maybe it’ll take five years for certain kids or maybe 
it’ll take only three years for certain kids. Like, how do we accurately measure that when 
the ultimate goal is to get them college and career ready and they are not ready in the four 
years. What does that mean for them and what does it mean for our school? 
 
Generally, participating principals view their role as leader and advocate as well as 
communicator and manager of expectations. Their comments indicated awareness that they are 
situated within a larger system and the challenges that come with this complex work. 
Summary 
The themes and subthemes presented in this chapter were primarily derived from 
participant interviews using best practices for qualitative data analysis (Creswell & Creswell, 
2018; Saldaña, 2016). Where possible, the data were triangulated using documentary sources 
including those provided by the participants and publicly available documents such as 
curriculum guides, newsletters, and website messaging.  
The stated purpose of this study was to examine how Illinois principals perceive and act 
upon policies related to CCR to advance the understanding of researchers and practitioners on 
leadership for CCR in a time of ESSA accountability. The findings provide insight into the lived 
experiences of high school principals leading for CCR and address the research questions that 
gave focus to this study: 
1. How do principals in high school districts make sense of the definition of CCR 
present in the Illinois ESSA plan, and how do their beliefs and experiences inform 
their leadership practice, if at all?  
 
2. What do principals in Illinois high school districts value about CCR, and what factors 





3. What conditions influence the behaviors and activities of principals in Illinois high 
school districts related to leadership for CCR?  
 
As discussed in Chapter 4, principals described the dynamic nature of CCR and their 
perceptions of it. They described aspects of readiness for college and readiness for career as 
mostly overlapping. Additional findings revealed several overlapping and intersecting themes.  
First, principals demonstrated awareness and conditional support of the Illinois ESSA 
plan. All principals commented on how it has or will impact their CCR work with an emphasis 
on how the CCRi did and did not align with their local readiness priorities and programming. 
Along with parent and community expectations, these priorities were largely couched in the 
principal perceptions of the purpose of high school and the value they held for postsecondary 
options and authentic experiences for students. Additionally, principals discussed the impact of 
local resources including staffing and relationships with sender districts. They expressed the 
need to communicate with stakeholders, coordinate programming, and develop their staff. Most 
principals demonstrated awareness of the need to ensure equitable access and outcomes for 
students.  
Using my conceptual framework that blends elements of leadership for learning, 
sensemaking as policy implementation, and a comprehensive definition of postsecondary 




CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION, THEORETICAL ANALYSIS, AND IMPLICATIONS FOR 
SCHOOL LEADERS 
As noted in prior chapters, the importance of understanding and advancing student CCR 
is of paramount importance for individual students, school leaders and their systems, and the 
overall economy and general welfare. In Chapter 1, I explained the clear economic imperative 
for this work and why it matters for principals, who are the leaders for learning and influencers 
of goals, people, and processes; their leadership includes student CCR. Additionally, as 
policymakers continue to focus their efforts on promoting, measuring, and integrating CCR into 
accountability policies such as ESSA and the Illinois specific definition of CCR, there is a 
critical need to understand how principals perceive and enact programs and initiatives to meet 
those policy goals. As explored in Chapter 2, ensuring CCR is a complex topic facing not only 
school leaders and other educators but postsecondary partners and government officials as well.  
Although many aspects of CCR have been explored through prior research, ESSA and the 
implementation of 50 individual state plans have yet to be fully explored. Principals’ perceptions 
of CCR under the new ESSA accountability guidelines were identified as a potentially impactful 
area for further study, and I proposed a conceptual framework that blends principal sensemaking 
and policy implementation with leadership for learning and CCR. In Chapter 3, I detailed the 
research design and qualitative methodology for this phenomenological interview study that I 
employed to study and reveal how principals can lead schools in which all students have access 
to the opportunities and experiences that will ensure they are prepared to be successful after high 
school. Utilizing the actual lived experiences of high school principals, I presented my findings 
in Chapter 4 and Chapter 5. This chapter will analyze the findings to explore the research 




framework as detailed in Chapter 2 as a lens to present a discussion of significant insights. 
Finally, I present limitations, implications for school leaders, and recommendations for future 
research. 
Summary of Findings  
 In Chapter 4, I presented findings related to the participants and their perceptions of 
CCR. Principals expressed a mostly unified view of readiness for college and career. The 
majority of the principals in this study identified ways that their perceptions of CCR have 
evolved or changed over time. Some factors influencing those perceptions included various 
professional experiences, working in different school districts and communities, and even 
experiences with their own children.  
In Chapter 5, I presented five major themes that emerged from my data analysis. I 
described those themes using thick, rich description and direct quotations from participants. 
These themes are briefly revisited here: 
1. Principals were all aware of the Illinois ESSA plan and commented on how it has or will 
impact their CCR work; although they differed on their knowledge of specific indicators, 
they generally had positive perceptions of the CCRi. 
 
2. Principals identified preparing students for life after high school as the purpose of high 
school, and they value postsecondary options and authentic experiences for students. 
 
3. Principals indicated that parent and community expectations inform their CCR work. 
 
4. Principals identified the ways in which district structure and resources influence their 
CCR work. 
 
5. Principals demonstrated awareness of issues of equity including access, opportunity, and 
outcomes. 
 
The following discussion provides a summary of how the study themes, subthemes, and 




three research questions guiding this study are interconnected and, therefore, there are many 
overlapping aspects to the findings that are relevant to multiple research questions.  
Research Question 1: The High School Principal and CCR Policy 
 The first research question guiding this study was, How do principals in high school 
districts make sense of the definition of CCR present in the Illinois ESSA plan, and how do their 
beliefs and experiences inform their leadership practice, if at all? As presented in Chapter 5, the 
first relevant theme that emerged concerned principal responses to policy, and insights related to 
this first research question mostly appeared in this theme. The principals in this study were all 
aware of the Illinois ESSA plan and how it has or will impact their CCR work, and although they 
differed on their knowledge of specific indicators, they generally had positive perceptions of the 
CCRi. Using the conceptual framework as a lens, an analysis of the themes and subthemes 
revealed three general insights relevant to principal perceptions of policy and policy 
implementation: (a) principals generally held a positive view of the Illinois ESSA plan and the 
CCRi, and those views influence implementation; (b) principals function as policy actors, 
navigating the intersection between policy and local context; and (c) principals mostly supported 
accountability measures but shared underlying concerns. Each of these implications will be 
further explained and connected to the research base. 
 Principals generally held a positive view of the Illinois ESSA plan and the CCRi, 
and those views influence implementation. As discussed in Chapter 5, principals appreciated 
many aspects of the CCRi as defined by the Illinois ESSA plan, including the specificity and 
concreteness of the indicators. Participants reported generally favorable impressions of the CCRi 
with multiple participants appreciating the specificity of moving beyond a more general/abstract 




superior to a single test score. As one principal noted, the CCRi define readiness in a way that 
makes it clear what it means to “hit the target.”  
Although principals expressed concerns about indicators such as attendance, the data 
show that principals were largely supportive of the CCRi the indicators overlap with both local 
priorities and principal beliefs about student success. The more comprehensive and multifaceted 
definition of CCR present in the Illinois ESSA plan largely reinforces the existing practice of the 
principals in this study particularly when compared with prior accountability measures that 
defined readiness through standardized test scores. As noted in Chapter 2, the confirmation of 
existing priorities and beliefs is an important aspect of policy implementation (Spillane, Reiser, 
& Gomez, 2002). Additionally, Leithwood and Prestine (2002) found that school leaders were 
viewed as more effective when they integrated the state’s reform initiative into their existing 
improvement efforts. Nevertheless, the “residue” of prior policies was evident in principal 
comments contrasting ESSA with NCLB. 
Generally, participants favored ESSA’s multiple measures over the NCLB approach of 
measuring success through a single test score. This finding supports prior research by Chester 
(2018) and Conley (2012) on the need to consider multiple indicators for readiness and 
incorporate individual plans and interests. Additionally, Milner (2012) critiqued the achievement 
gap concept that follows a focus on test scores, suggesting that the achievement gap paradigm 
perpetuates a deficit mindset towards Students of Color by focusing on outcomes rather than the 
processes that produced them: “issues related to opportunity are complicatedly multifaceted, 
process oriented, and much more nuanced than what an achievement gap explanation can 
provide” (p. 696). He suggested that leaders focus on what they can control, namely the way 




Principals function as policy actors, navigating the intersection between policy and 
local context. Principals in this study served in a variety of settings, and they described the role 
they play in setting school and district-level priorities. In the interviews, some principals 
described themselves as lead actors in the implementations of programs and activities related to 
ESSA and the CCRi while others characterized their role more as extending and implementing 
district decision-making on CCR programming. These findings implicate the critical role of 
context in policy implementation. As described in Chapter 2 in the context of the conceptual 
framework guiding my study, modern policy research is interested in the intersection of policies, 
people, and places (Honig, 2006).  
Modern policy implementation research is interested in how variations in who 
implements the policy and where the implementation occurs can impact student and school 
outcomes. The variations can influence future design and implementation activities (Honig, 
2006). As Illinois continues to advance its ESSA plan, school leaders, researchers, and 
policymakers will be able to analyze student outcomes in terms of the CCRi. Notably, state-level 
CCRi data collection has yet to be fully implemented by the Illinois State Board of Education, so 
it is impossible to use the CCRi measure for comparison between schools at this time. However, 
the findings of my study suggest that several important factors related to “place” may influence 
leadership practice regarding CCR policy. These factors include district structure, superintendent 
and Board of Education priorities, and the availability of other staff allocated to CCR activities.  
Based on the interview data collected in this study, principals in high school districts are 
eager to begin working with students on CCR as early as possible. Although some examples of 
articulation with sender districts were shared, CCR conversations were not a frequent topic or 




aspirations and career interests (Perry et al. 2016; Strom 2019), the ESSA indicators for K-8 
schools lack a CCR focus. The preponderance of separate elementary and high school districts in 
the state was a factor in how the high school principals in this study chose to focus their efforts 
as policy actors solely on the 4-year high school experience. Though grades 9-12 were the only 
area of responsibility, principals were interested in beginning the CCR conversation early with 
their prospective students. As described by several of the principals, when district boundaries 
overlap in such a way that high school districts must coordinate with multiple elementary 
districts and, in many cases, those elementary districts must also coordinate with two or more 
separate high school districts, the result was either little substantive articulation or activities that 
were narrowly focused on the logistics of specific curricular areas such as math or foreign 
language. As policy actors, therefore, the principals in this study described their CCR work as 
beginning as soon as possible in freshman year, despite a desire to begin that work earlier, for 
example in their articulation with sender districts. 
Another significant aspect of “place” or local context in policy implementation were the 
priorities of the Board of Education and superintendent who supervised these principals. Prior 
research has shown that messages received from supervisors influence principal sensemaking 
and therefore sensemaking as policy implementation. My findings echo the work of Rigby 
(2015) who found that principals were influenced by their prior professional experience and/or 
principal preparation programs, the context of the school they were leading, and their perception 
of themselves, and messages received by supervisors or other significant figures. As noted by 
several of the principals in this study, Board of Education priorities become superintendent and 




However, principals contribute to and shape these priorities as well. The findings showed 
a variety of ways in which principal perceptions of CCR helped to shape district-level 
conversations, especially concerning test scores and the value of multiple measures. Consistent 
with research on district size and principal authority (Myers & Murphy, 1995), the principals in 
single-school districts gave several examples of CCR-focused conversations they led with their 
supervisors, signaling that they serve as more than “middle managers” who receive and enact 
district-level directives (Myers & Murphy, 1995; Spillane et al., 2002).  
Finally, the intersection between policy, place, and principal sensemaking was also 
influenced by other district staff serving in roles responsible for ensuring student CCR. The 
findings demonstrate significant variation in how principals are supported in their leadership and 
the implementation of CCR-focused policy like ESSA. Principals in some districts were 
supported by multiple staff members tasked with creating and maintaining student opportunities 
through connections with local employers, college admissions advising, and infusing authentic 
career experiences into the school curriculum. Other principals led schools where significantly 
fewer resources were available to support their CCR work. However, all principals reported 
having direct and personal involvement in ensuring CCR. The findings suggest the intersection 
of student CCR and leadership practice is established. As policy actors, principals utilize their 
strong and direct connection to their school-community to emphasize the student-level aspects of 
CCR policy. The principals in this study consistently referenced the students behind the 
numbers, humanizing and contextualizing their CCR work and the larger issue of accountability 
policy.  
Principals mostly supported accountability measures but shared underlying 




as the Illinois ESSA plan, they did offer considered criticisms and concerns. In addition to 
concerns about specific indicators such as the attendance measure, they also worried about the 
logistics of data collection and measurement. In particular, tracking student employment outside 
of school was anticipated as a difficult task by principals. Consistent with prior research by 
Rigby et al. (2016), policy implementation is a daily event for these principals. Findings revealed 
that their perceptions of policy are both nuanced and situated in their roles “on the ground” as 
building leaders.  
As discussed in Chapter 5, principals found the 95% attendance rate indicator to be 
problematic. Their concerns varied with some principals expressing a belief that attendance was 
not as much in their control as other indicators. Others questioned its relationship to CCR in the 
first place. The findings suggest that principals viewed each piece of CCR policy individually, 
supporting some aspects that aligned with district priorities or personal beliefs while questioning 
others that they viewed as unreasonable or irrelevant. These findings build upon those of Louis 
and Robinson (2012) who found that leaders embraced accountability policies more readily when 
they felt supported and saw alignment with their existing values as well as the work of Koyama 
(2013) who found the principals subtly navigated and pushed against certain regulations, walking 
the line between “resistors” and “dupes.” For example, the concept of partial CCRi 
implementation was evident in comments such as “not necessarily wanting to put [in] calories” 
on some aspects of the CCRi that were not viewed as locally meaningful. Additionally, few 
principals indicated that they planned to advocate for new programming such as International 
Baccalaureate, despite it being one of the available indicators. These findings build upon those of 




accountability policies they implemented by being purposeful, strategic, and utilizing 
professional judgment as they reconciled the policy demands with their local reality. 
The findings also aligned with the growing movement of educators questioning or 
rejecting standardized testing as the primary measurement and selection tool (Brown & Conley, 
2007; Chester, 2018). In their interviews, the principals revealed strong feelings about ACT and 
SAT scores being used as the sole CCR measurement for individual students as well as for 
school ratings and publicity. Although the Illinois ESSA plan still emphasizes test scores as a 
significant factor in school success ratings for high schools, participating principals appreciated 
that standardized test scores were only one of multiple indicators available to students to 
demonstrate academic proficiency in the CCRi. Findings revealed concerns about equity and bias 
in standardized testing as well as principal preference for measures they felt were more aligned 
with CCR including GPA and early college experiences such as AP and dual credit. These 
principal perceptions are supported by research conducted by the Center on Standards and 
Assessment Implementation (2018). As noted in the literature, one of the fundamental concerns 
with standardized tests and generalized readiness benchmarks is that they do not account for a 
student’s individual plans and postsecondary goals (Barnes et al., 2010; Conley, 2012).  
Finally, multiple principals expressed a desire to enhance and measure student “soft 
skills” in the ESSA definition. Findings revealed that principals generally thought the CCRi were 
well aligned to their perceptions of readiness but were missing skills and dispositions related to 
Conley’s Key Learning Skills and Techniques such as ownership of learning, growth mindset, 
resilience, and executive functioning skills. As demonstrated in the review of the literature, there 
is significantly less empirical research on the non-academic aspects of CCR, and further research 




observation, and situational judgment tests to enhance their utility on a larger scale (Gaertner & 
Roberts, 2018). My findings illustrate and support the multidimensional view of CCR possessed 
by principals even as they acknowledge the difficulty of measuring these non-cognitive skills, 
suggesting that further research in this area could be impactful. 
Research Question 2: High School Principal Perceptions of CCR 
 The second research question guiding this study was, What do principals in Illinois high 
school districts value about CCR, and what factors influence those beliefs? Insights related to 
this question mostly appeared in Theme 2 in which principals discussed the purpose of high 
school. As presented in Chapter 5, principals identified preparing students for life after high 
school as their purpose, and they value postsecondary options and authentic experiences for 
students. Using the conceptual framework as a lens, an analysis of the themes and subthemes 
revealed two general insights relevant to what principals value about CCR and how those beliefs 
are shaped: (a) principals view CCR as a pathway to postsecondary options and opportunities, 
economic stability, and a good quality of life; and (b) principals view CCR as multidimensional 
and prioritize key transition knowledge and skills. Each of these implications will be further 
explained and connected to the research base. 
Principals view CCR as a pathway to postsecondary options and opportunities, 
economic stability, and a good quality of life. The principals in this study valued student CCR 
because it opens doors for students after they graduate. The findings suggest principals are aware 
of larger trends such as workforce needs and the growing opportunities available for 
postsecondary education beyond a traditional 4-year degree. Principals were generally attuned to 
economic factors such as the current job market and the future earning potential of students. The 




et al., 2011; Dalton & St. John, 2017); significantly, the findings of this study illustrate how 
principals consider these factors on the individual student level. Principals want to empower 
students to make decisions that result in a stable income and quality of life.  
The findings also reveal that principals see one of their roles as a communicator and a 
coordinator of expectations; multiple principals reported the need to provide the information 
necessary for students, parents, and community members to establish and manage expectations 
regarding CCR. Principals were keenly aware of the importance of parent expectations, which 
has been confirmed in the literature (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2001; Cooper et al., 2005; Horn, 2006). 
Parent expectations contribute to graduation rates as well as postsecondary aspirations and 
enrollment (Ross, 2016). Communicating with parents and students and ensuring they had 
accurate and timely information about postsecondary pathways was a priority for the principals 
in this study, echoing the prior research on effective leadership. For example, learner-focused 
leadership, such as the aspects of leadership for learning incorporated in my framework, 
emphasizes engagement in external environments and fostering coherence and alignment 
(Copland & Knapp, 2006; Knapp et al., 2003). Furthermore, consistent with prior research by 
Camara et al. (2018) principals were interested in helping students and families understand the 
meaning and significance of CCR measurement tools. These findings suggest the importance of 
principals staying abreast of the most current information and facilitating communication and 
advisement through their school’s academic structures and processes.  
Principals conceptualize CCR as multidimensional and prioritize key transition 
knowledge and skills. The discussion earlier in this chapter revealed that principals value the 
multiple measures evident in the CCRi because they are aligned to a multidimensional view 




Although some principals offered views that differentiated between traditional college pathways 
and more direct paths to careers, principals mostly emphasized the similarities between readiness 
for college and readiness for careers.  
Elements of Conley’s Four Keys framework were evident in the interview data. In 
addition to the Key Learning Skills and Techniques discussed earlier in this chapter, the 
traditional academic concepts of Key Content Knowledge and Key Cognitive Strategies continue 
to be valued. Significantly, the findings revealed the importance of Key Transition Knowledge 
and Skills to principals. In particular, postsecondary and career awareness as well as financial 
literacy were significant leadership concerns for the principals in this study. Given these 
concerns, it is notable that few principals in this study referenced the Illinois PaCE framework, 
which outlines the CCR activities and benchmarks in each grade from 6-12.  
Furthermore, authentic college and career experiences were highly valued by principals. 
Examples include career experiences such as site visits, shadowing and internships, and dual 
credit coursework. Additionally, empowering students and families with knowledge about 
postsecondary options was of paramount concern. Access to current information was cast as 
crucial, and guidance/student services staff were generally the identified providers. These beliefs 
and values are shaped by a variety of factors including prior experience, district culture, and the 
community in which they lead.  
Finally, beyond their local school-community, these principals often contextualized their 
leadership in the larger system of education and economics. Principals cited the influence of 
professional networking as well as awareness of the larger economic context of their work. 
Generally, participating principals reported a perception of the dynamic nature of CCR, which 




is evolving (Carnevale, 2010; Dalton & St. John, 2017). These findings are supported by the 
research, although Dougherty and Lombardi (2016) noted that school leaders have been slow to 
react to labor market trends. In addition to state and national trends, my findings indicated that 
principals viewed each group of students as unique, with needs that are changing and growing as 
well. These aspects of CCR are very challenging to measure and monitor for school leaders, and 
the principals in this study also described the importance of professional networking in staying 
abreast of trends and creating opportunities for students.  
Research Question 3: High School Principal Activities Related to CCR 
The third research question guiding this study was, What conditions influence the 
behaviors and activities of principals in Illinois high school districts related to leadership for 
CCR? Insights related to this question arose in all the themes but were most prevalent in Themes 
3, 4, and 5, which concerned community context and other aspects of principal leadership. Using 
the conceptual framework as a lens, an analysis of the themes and subthemes revealed two 
general insights relevant to leadership activities related to CCR and the factors that influence 
those behaviors: (a) mediating leadership behaviors, including those identified in the leadership 
for learning framework, extend to leading for equitable student CCR; (b) variation in principal 
behaviors and activities related to equity and diverse student bodies were evident, highlighting a 
tension between the colorblind approach of the CCRi and the racialized reality evident in Illinois 
high schools and prior research; and (c) school, district, and community factors influenced 
principal behaviors and activities related to CCR. Each of these implications will be further 
explained and connected to the research base. 
Mediating leadership behaviors, including those identified in the leadership for 




research, principal impact on student outcomes is indirect and mediated by specific leadership 
behaviors. The findings indicate that principals regularly perform behaviors related to leading for 
student CCR that align with prior research on leadership for learning. These activities include 
articulating a common purpose through their vision of CCR and the goals they have for their 
students. 
 Based on the findings, it is also apparent that principals seek to leverage academic 
structures and processes to increase student CCR opportunities. CTE administrators and CTE 
teachers were often cited as essential components of the high school’s CCR programming, but 
leadership activities were often distributed throughout the organization (Spillane et al., 2001). 
Participants referenced the nationwide trend of CTE becoming more popular after a period of 
decline. Additionally, the findings indicate that while AP participation is still highly regarded, 
many principals are more enthusiastic about expanding and ensuring dual credit access to their 
students. Principal comments related to AP and dual credit indicated that dual credit courses 
were perceived as more accessible to a wider variety of students; the elitism and exclusivity 
associated with AP coursework and cited by principals has been well-documented in the 
literature (Kanno & Kangas, 2014; Klopfenstein, 2004; Ndura et al., 2003). Additionally, 
principals indicated a preference for the guaranteed benefits of the credit-bearing dual credit 
courses as opposed to the need to earn credit through a high-stakes AP examination. 
 The findings also indicate that principals view building staff capacity and leading 
professional growth as another important area of leadership behaviors. However, my findings 
suggest inconsistent involvement and opportunities for teachers, especially those outside of CTE 
departments. Other personnel such as counselors and community/industry outreach coordinators 




of CCR activities or related professional learning, suggesting the division between academics 
and CTE that has been documented in the literature (Carnevale, 2010; Park et al., 2017) remains 
in many Illinois school systems. 
 Existing research on this area mainly focuses on improving teacher knowledge and skill 
in areas such as CCSS implementation or other aspects of PCK (Bausmith & Barry, 2011; Van 
Driel & Berry, 2010), suggesting that the teacher role in CCR is limited to Key Content 
Knowledge and Key Cognitive Strategies. However given the benefits of WBL programming, 
competency-based approaches, and the integration of career interests and exploration into 
content areas, my findings indicate that additional focus is needed on effective professional 
learning, curricular design, and instructional strategies that can provide all teachers the 
knowledge and skills to advance student CCR and access to postsecondary education. Given the 
few references by principals to remediation rates, focusing non-CTE teachers on this CCR metric 
may prove fruitful. 
 Variation in principal behaviors and activities related to equity and diverse student 
bodies were evident, highlighting a tension between the colorblind approach of the CCRi 
and the racialized reality evident in Illinois high schools and prior research. The findings 
showed that most principals reported activities and initiatives that had an equity focus. These 
included subgroup data analysis, community outreach, and the removal of barriers to access. As 
shown in Chapter 4, the schools led by the principals in this study varied widely, with Student of 
Color enrollments ranging from less than 15% to 65%. The percentage of students classified as 
Low Income on school report card data also varied widely from just over 6% to more than 60%.  
Therefore, it was not surprising that principal comments reflected a wide array of 




equitable access and outcomes as the crux of their leadership work and others citing NCLB-era 
subgroup data analysis as a routine administrative task. Principals in this study spanned the 
continuum of equity focus in their implementation of the CCRi and readiness in general with 
varying focus on access, participation, and outcomes. However, the findings did not indicate that 
principals leading less diverse student bodies valued equity any less than their peers leading in 
more diverse school communities.  
In fact, the findings suggest that equity was a deeply personal value for some principals 
while for others it was more of an initiative or program. These findings are significant because 
research has shown that deep and systemic commitments to equity and justice are needed to 
maximize the impact of this work for Students of Color. Gorski (2019) found that surface-level 
initiatives or programs actually protect privilege and subvert social justice. These equity detours 
“create the illusion of progress while cementing, or even exacerbating, inequity” (Gorski, 2019, 
p. 57). Some of the detours are based on deficit approaches or rooted in debunked theories such 
as the “mindset of poverty.” In the context of my findings concerning what principals value, it is 
notable that Gorski specifically mentioned “grit” as a deficit approach that fails to recognize 
inequity and racism in the system itself. Instead, he offers several principles for equity literacy 
including the “direct confrontation principle,” which was reflected in my findings when several 
of the principals specifically named racism or deficit thinking as part of their work. Other 
principals used more general or neutral terms such “diversity,” suggesting that race was not a 
routine or possibly comfortable topic. The variation in the approaches to equity is significant and 
meaningful; it constitutes an area for further reflection as well as implications for practitioners 




School, district, and community factors influenced principal behaviors and activities 
related to CCR. Principal leadership for CCR is contextualized within the unique local setting 
experienced by each participant. The findings indicate some common factors that influence 
principal leadership. For example, where coordination and integration of CCR activities with the 
middle school level were concerned, most principals reported little to no coordination. 
Difficulties included articulating with multiple sender districts and having sender districts that 
feed into multiple districts. When any coordination was present, participants reported good 
communication with sender district leaders, especially when superintendents and principals met 
regularly.  
Resources and CCR infrastructure were cited frequently by participants. Principals 
represented a variety of different districts sizes and differing access to supportive junior colleges, 
cooperatives, and other Perkins-funded CTE support programs. The district-specific availability 
of district CCR-related staff and trained and informed guidance counselors was a condition that 
influenced principal leadership behaviors. Some principals without access to additional staff 
either performed more of the community outreach, advising, and communication activities 
themselves, or acknowledged that those activities were not being performed to the level that they 
could be. Furthermore, beyond their local school-community, principals contextualized their 
leadership in the larger system of education. Principals cited the influence of professional 
networking as well as awareness of the larger economic context of their work. 
Although research exists that school leaders and policymakers have been slow to react to 
labor market trends (Dougherty & Lombardi, 2016), my findings suggest that principal behaviors 
are influenced by the local economy of their school-community. As noted previously, all 




principals identified the connection between the jobs available in their community and the CCR 
activities they were either implementing or planning for in the future. These findings reinforce 
the strong connection between education and the local economy that has been studied by 
Carnevale and others. In addition to reports issued by the Georgetown University Center on 
Education and the Workforce (Carnevale et al., 2011), the federal Bureau of Labor Statistics 
(BLS) maintains an Occupational Outlook Handbook as well as other career advisement 
resources to facilitate access to job market trends such as BLS data on a variety of indicators 
including wages and projected job openings (Torpey, 2015).  
Furthermore, research on career academies, in particular, suggests that tailoring 
opportunities for students that address local labor market needs can be particularly effective in 
fostering connections with the local business community as well as ensuring students become 
gainfully employed (Hackmann, Malin, & Gilley, 2018; Lanford & Maruco, 2019). Other 
scholars, however, have cautioned that a tight connection between the high school curriculum 
and the local labor market can actually limit student opportunities, especially for high achieving 
students, suggesting that such a connection “(re)produces racial/ethnic, gender, and class 
stratification” (Sutton, 2017, pp. 172-173). From recognizing the strong manufacturing presence 
in the local economy to citing the shortage of skilled welders to building a new career pathway 
based on county-level jobs data, multiple principals in this study referenced instances where the 
local economy influenced CTE programming at the high school as examples of providing 
increased opportunities for students.  
Leadership for CCR Conceptual Analysis 
 The theoretical and conceptual framework guiding this study incorporated four 




for CCR. Aspects of sensemaking, policy implementation, Conley’s four keys to CCR 
framework, and leadership for learning, are merged into a conceptual framework (Figure 6). 
Using my phenomenological approach and interview-based methodology, I sought to 
understand how principals, as policy implementers, navigate the changing nature of CCR and 
accountability policy. Incorporating sensemaking into this study allowed for an examination of 
how the principals construct their own view of policy and which factors are relevant in their 
construction (Datnow & Park, 2009; Spillane et al., 2002). Similar to the sensemaking process as 
described by Weick (1995), participation in this study allowed principals an individualized 
opportunity to consider, reflect, and consolidate their understandings, interpretations, and 
reactions to the Illinois ESSA plan and, specifically, the CCRi.  
 Leadership for learning, which undergirds my Leadership for CCR framework, 
emphasizes the critical task of establishing a focus on learning. Principals must be able to 
articulate both a clear and contemporary definition as well as a rationale for why CCR is the 
right work for schools (Conley, 2012; Marzano, Walters, & McNulty, 2005). Therefore, principal 
perceptions of CCR and the policies connected with it will influence implementation and student 
outcomes. By establishing a learning orientation and articulating a shared and coherent vision of 
CCR, leaders focus their own attention, as well as the efforts of others, specifically on the 
learning required to graduate CCR. 
As noted in Chapter 2, the foundational premise of this conceptual framework is that 
leadership for CCR, as a subset of leadership for learning, is driven by the principal’s beliefs, 
values, knowledge, and experience, specifically how they make sense of CCR as a concept and 
implement the policies related to it. As illustrated in the findings and discussion, the principals in 





Principal Leadership for CCR Conceptual Framework 
 
journey and the local context in which they lead. As my study progressed, I did evolve and 
reorient my framework by creating additional connections between and among components to 
capture both the iterative and non-linear nature of sensemaking, policy implementation, and 
contemporary school leadership in general. 
My study suggests that the impact of ESSA, like all policy implementation, will be 
predicated on the interaction between the policy, people, and places: “the demands specific 
policies place on implementers; the participants in implementation and their starting beliefs, 
knowledge, and other orientations toward policy demands; and the places or contexts that help 
shape what people can and will do” (Honig, 2006, p. 2). Although they expressed some concerns 




principals generally held a positive view of the Illinois ESSA plan and the CCRi and were 
anticipating tangible benefits for students. 
Significantly, this study shows that principals value CCR because it represents a pathway 
to postsecondary options and opportunities, economic stability, and a good quality of life for 
their students. Therefore, they were more inclined to value the authentic career experiences and 
actual early college activities represented in the CCRi than other measures of which they were 
already dubious, such as standardized test scores. Instead, the principals in this study described 
CCR as a multidimensional concept, and they perceived the CCRi as aligned with their view. 
Given the recent implementation of the Illinois ESSA plan, my study represents a unique view 
into the early impressions of school leaders and before the accountability aspects of the CCRi 
become known. 
However, positive perceptions of policy are not enough to guarantee successful 
implementation or desired student outcomes. Instead, principals must deeply understand the 
policy demands and integrate them with their practice at their school site. Prior research has 
shown that successful and effective implementation depends on local actors understanding policy 
and allowing it to reinforce or change their behavior (Spillane et al., 2002). My study 
demonstrates that principals do indeed function as policy actors, navigating the intersection 
between policy and local context. School, district, and community factors influenced principal 
behaviors and activities related to CCR.  
Furthermore, the findings of this study support and extend the critical need to understand 
and appreciate how local context influences policy implementation and, therefore, student 
opportunities and outcomes. As discussed previously, ESSA differs from NCLB in important 




decentralization and local control (ECS, 2017). This decentralization, however, can lead to 
inequities, according to an analysis by the National Urban League. The Illinois ESSA plan was 
rated as being one of the top plans in that report despite some concerns about resource equity, 
educator equity, and supports and interventions for struggling schools (National Urban League, 
2019). Therefore, in a state like Illinois which has some 865 school districts, there may be further 
opportunities to tailor CCR activities based on local characteristics such as employer needs, 
student population, and existing infrastructure for postsecondary education and training. The 
findings of this study suggest principals are already tailoring their implementation of CCR policy 
to their local context both by how they structure opportunities for students and, significantly, the 
aspects of the CCRi into which they invest time and resources. 
As demonstrated in the findings of this study, because principals particularly valued the 
Key Transition Knowledge and Skills aspect of Conley’s framework, the mediating leadership 
behaviors embedded in academic structures and processes appeared to be one of the most 
important aspects of leadership for CCR. The principals in this study expressed that ensuring 
students are both aware of postsecondary options and have engaged in the coursework and 
experiences necessary to be prepared for life after high school are important aspects of their 
leadership practice. As mentioned previously, Key Transition Knowledge and Skills are 
embedded in the Illinois PaCE framework. The scant mentions of this resource by the principals 
in this study suggest that the PaCE framework may represent an underutilized resource for 
Illinois educators. 
As CCRi data becomes part of the routine collection and analysis of the Illinois school 
report cards, principals will be better able to gauge their progress on providing CCR 




in this study cited examples of their use of data to monitor academic achievement, but few 
principals referenced using data beyond test scores to focus staff and other stakeholders on the 
goal of CCR for all students which has been identified as effective leadership practice (Lombardi 
et al., 2013; Park et al., 2012). As Roderick et al. (2009) found, using data to identify system-
level areas for improvement is a component of effective leadership practice. Given the 
opportunity and achievement gaps outlined earlier in this dissertation, principals must advance 
an equity agenda and use data strategically as well as integrate systems thinking into their 
approaches to policy implementation and school improvement. This will be even more critical 
for the data points collected for the CCRi, since any disaggregating or equity focus will have to 
be prioritized at the local level, given that neither the national ESSA legislation nor the Illinois 
state plan expressly emphasizes equitable opportunities or outcomes regarding student CCR 
(Malin et al., 2017; Hackmann et al., 2019). Based on my findings, not all principals are 
currently engaged in utilizing data in this way.  
Limitations 
 There were several limitations specific to this study, which include the small sample size 
relative to the number of high school principals in Illinois, the lack of geographical diversity 
within the sample, and some aspects of the data collection, including the short timeframe and the 
inherent limitations of interviewing. As discussed in prior chapters, a small sample size is 
appropriate to phenomenological research; however, the 13 principals who participated in this 
study are not necessarily a representative sample of all the high school principals in Illinois. 
Although every principal in a high school exclusive district was invited to participate, the 
participant pool was heavily concentrated in the “collar counties” of the greater Chicagoland 




much more prevalent in these counties; unit districts are much more common in Central and 
Southern Illinois therefore limiting the geographical distribution of potential study participants. 
Multiple attempts were made to engage high school principals practicing in the Southern half of 
the state to no avail. Furthermore, as discussed in earlier chapters, each state has developed a 
unique ESSA plan, and these plans vary in their treatment of student CCR. The scope of my 
research was purposefully limited to Illinois high school district principals. 
 The data collection methods employed in this study pose other potential limitations. First, 
the data collection occurred over a span of just a few months which is potentially a short 
timeframe to reach phenomenological data saturation. Second, the phenomenological approach 
relies heavily on the self-reflection of the principals. Although I utilized an interview protocol 
developed with qualitative validity in mind and triangulated data through documentary analysis, 
there is an inherent limitation in participant self-reporting. Principals were assured through the 
informed consent process that identifiable details would be removed from interview transcripts, 
and the identity key would be known solely to me. Although all participating principals appeared 
to be very candid and forthcoming in their responses to the interview protocol, there was a 
limited opportunity for me to develop trust and rapport during our relatively short time together. 
 Finally, due to the characteristics of the participant sample, there may be inherent limits 
to the ability to generalize the findings of this study to a broader context. In addition to the 
limitations described above regarding size and geography, I must consider whether principals 
with less considered views of CCR would have volunteered for my study. In other words, the 
participating principals may be unique because they opted into a study on leadership for CCR 
thereby demonstrating an awareness of ESSA and the importance of CCR generally. Would a 




the 13 responding principals? Additional research would help to confirm that the participating 
principals are representative of their peers. 
Researcher’s Statement: Leading Schools During a Global Pandemic 
 As noted in Chapter 3, a portion of this study was completed during the COVID-19 
global pandemic that gripped the world during 2020. Illinois school buildings were rapidly 
closed down to protect the health and safety of students and staff, with educators shifting their 
practice to remote or online learning practically overnight. In the context of my study, it became 
clear that effectively all aspects of the CCRi were impacted by the pandemic. Academic courses, 
including dual credit opportunities, were transitioned to a remote delivery system where teaching 
and learning often occurred under duress and inequitably due to technology access, often lacking 
other resources and supports. All AP tests were administered online and taken by students in 
their own homes for the first time in the history of the program. As workplaces throughout the 
state also closed, valuable work-based learning activities and other career pathway experiences 
were interrupted for high school students across Illinois and the nation. The impact of this 
historic time in our schools and our lives remains to be seen and is certainly not yet fully 
comprehensible. Future research will tell that tale, but it is very plausible that the job of the 
school principal—already complex in its scope of responsibilities—will be even more daunting 
going forward.  
Implications for School Leaders 
 This section presents the potential implications of this study. Although my study is 
focused on a small number of principals in Illinois high school districts, their lived experiences 
reveal several important considerations for how principals can lead schools in which all students 




after high school. As noted by Bossaller (2018), “the main idea [of phenomenological research] 
is that when one understands how people experience the systems that one builds or implements, 
when one can empathize with other people, one can make improvements to the system” (p. 159). 
As a result of my research, district and school leaders should consider the critical need for 
principals to a) foster a contemporary view of CCR informed by research, policy, and the local 
economy; b) create the structural conditions that integrate existing CTE and advising systems 
with traditional academic structures and processes; and c) expand and renew focus on ensuring 
equity for students in both college and career readiness. 
 Principals must foster a contemporary view of CCR informed by research, policy, 
and the local economy. The principals in this study used their knowledge and beliefs about CCR 
to set a course for their staff, students, and community. Aligned with prior research on the need 
to establish a schoolwide CCR focus as well as to define and measure what is important for CCR 
(Conley & McGaughy, 2012), the findings reinforce the critical need for principals to identify 
their values so that they may implement policy in a manner appropriate for their schools. While 
thoughtful reflection and conversations contribute to this sensemaking for all leaders, Sumbera et 
al. (2017) concluded that leadership preparation programs should emphasize and facilitate future 
leaders becoming more aware of their own belief systems, paradigms of thought, and attitudes 
because they influence sensemaking and policy interpretation and implementation. 
Furthermore, as the CCR landscape evolves and continues to become a part of the 
national conversation about education, it is critical that principals lead system-level learning. 
Ensuring student readiness is a critical task for school leaders, and the findings underscore the 
need for principals to stay abreast of CCR research and policy conversations even as their 




leadership is often overshadowed by management activities such as security, public relations, 
and related administrative tasks (Cooley & Shen, 2003; Horng et al., 2009). My proposed 
Leadership for CCR framework may serve as a resource as principals exam their practice. 
Additionally, my findings suggest that underutilized resources, such as the PaCE Framework, 
could enhance leadership for CCR and, ultimately student outcomes.  
My findings suggested the importance of place in CCR policy implementation and 
leadership. Therefore, an additional implication for principals is the need to become aware and 
connected with the local economy where they serve. Prior research has demonstrated that Illinois 
is among the midwestern states where a higher than average percentage of jobs will require at 
least some postsecondary education in fields like education and healthcare (Carnevale & Smith, 
2011) Therefore, partnering with postsecondary institutions and local businesses is an especially 
essential task for principals and other school leaders (Conley & McGaughy, 2012; Malin & 
Hackmann, 2017a, 2018). These partnerships can directly yield opportunities for students 
through internships and other WBL programs and, more generally, all manner of career 
exploration and development experiences. As noted previously, principals highly valued these 
authentic experiences for students.  
My findings also suggest the value of a close relationship between the school and the 
local economy in creating opportunities for students as well as moving from abstract notions of 
CCR to a more concrete, visible, and operationalized version. While not specifically required by 
the CCRi, a responsiveness to the labor market at the high school level can foster additional 
opportunities for students through partnerships with local business and industry entities. In 
districts where personnel and other resources are unavailable, principals may consider partnering 




principals should endeavor to become knowledgeable and seek out resources on the labor 
market, career outlooks, stackable credentials, and postsecondary career pathways. 
Principals must create the structural conditions that integrate existing CTE and 
advising systems with traditional academic structures and processes. Principals must foster 
the contemporary view of CCR not only for themselves but also for the staff and systems they 
lead. Research has found that for improvement efforts to be successful, leaders must focus on 
improving the core technology of schools, instruction, through the management and development 
of the teaching staff (Branch et al., 2012). I detected a lack of integration among guidance, CTE, 
and academics. The findings of my study suggest that principals may need to expand the focus of 
their CCR professional development activities beyond the advising and CTE staff, inviting and 
encouraging teachers in all academic areas to integrate postsecondary and career awareness 
activities into their instruction and equipping them with the pedagogical content knowledge to 
effectively do so.  
The findings also suggest value in regularly connecting teachers with industry 
professionals through structured professional learning activities and leveraging traditional 
activities such as field trips for the purpose of career exploration. Equipping teachers with the 
skills and knowledge needed to enhance their traditional focus on Key Cognitive Strategies and 
Key Content Knowledge with Key Learning Skills and Techniques as well as Key Transition 
Knowledge and Skills will add coherence to the high school curricular experience and ensure 
that students are graduating ready to succeed in college-level work or training without additional 
support or remediation. 
Another important implication is that there is a need for principals to lead system-level 




noted, “the aversion to integrating CTE programs into the secondary and postsecondary system is 
an opportunity lost” (p. 13). Principals appreciate the value of CTE programming; however, my 
findings suggest that CTE is still considered separate from the rest of the curriculum, where there 
may still be a “college for all” mentality. Indeed, Barnes and Slate (2013) among others have 
argued that contemporary CCR policy and practice are still heavily oriented toward the college 
path with limited emphasis on career readiness and development. Principals in this study were 
aware of this disconnect, but few offered concrete or operationalized strategies to address this 
deficit perspective on career-focused programming. 
Engaging in the development of college and career pathways is one of the most effective 
ways to systematically implement this work (Castellano et al., 2017; Imperatore & Hyslop, 
2017). My findings indicated that principals are generally not focused on the system-level work 
needed to ensure CCR for all students. Leaders must ensure coherence and connect the learning 
occurring at all levels of the systems (Copland & Knapp, 2006; Knapp et al., 2003). My findings 
indicated a need for principals to create opportunities for the knowledge accumulated in one 
area, such as the CTE supervisor or director of guidance, to be shared to benefit the entire 
organization as well as individuals and teams (Senge, 2000; Watkins & Marsick, 1999). School 
leaders can lead more successfully in this area by engaging in a systems approach to creating and 
sustaining defined pathways that focus on coordination both between traditional academics and 
CTE as well as across school levels, institutions, and industry partners.  
Comprehensive pathway work is supported in prior research that indicates that effective 
methods of integrating academic and career preparation include incorporating more core 
academic content into CTE courses, emphasizing career exploration and relevancy in traditional 




(Deil-Amen & DeLuca, 2010; Glatthorn et al., 2017). Additionally, programs of study and career 
academies have been demonstrated as effective (Imperatore & Hyslop, 2017; Malin & 
Hackmann, 2017a). As was shown in my findings, only the principal whose high school was 
organized into career academies discussed this level of integration, indicating this is an area for 
growth in the profession.  
Similarly, principals demonstrated awareness of the critical role of advising in 
communicating postsecondary options and pathways to students and families, but a possible 
consideration for principals would be to explore system-level work that would better integrate 
advising systems and processes into the contemporary vision for CCR. As noted in Chapter 2, 
Dahir et al. (2010) found that there was a need for principals to collaborate with their counseling 
staff and integrate them into the overall school program. Although my findings showed that 
principals generally saw counselors and other advising staff as partners in this work, I again 
detected a traditional college focus in these comments. Finally, high school principals may need 
to prioritize career exploration activities and advising in their articulation with their sender 
districts. Given principal enthusiasm for authentic CCR experiences for their students, the CCRi 
could provide the impetus for this long overdue but powerful work. 
Principals must expand and renew focus on ensuring equity for students in both 
college and career readiness. My findings suggest varying degrees of attention to equity issues 
among principals as well as various levels of strategic data usage. Although an interest in equity 
was detected throughout the work of most of the participating principals, the focus was generally 
limited to academic indicators. A sustained focus on equitable access to career exploration 
activities, early college experiences, and differentiated advising is needed so that traditionally 




In its analysis of state ESSA plans, the National Urban League (2019) found that 
although the Illinois ESSA plan was overall excellent based on their 12 equity indicators, the 
need for further attention to remedying inequities remains. In other words, disaggregating data 
and emphasizing CCR is laudable, but if the data shows a lack of equity, the state’s plan does not 
provide sufficient details on how to remedy these persistent inequities. Indeed, this work 
inevitably becomes the responsibility of local school leaders such as the principals of this study. 
The findings suggest principals may need to elevate this responsibility on their list of priorities 
even though it is not specifically required by the state’s policy.  
Principals can and should carefully examine data as well as the structural conditions that 
enhance or inhibit equitable access. In their study of racial/ethnic and gender equity patterns in 
Illinois CTE courses, Fuller Hamilton, Malin, and Hackmann (2015) recommended that school 
leaders not only conduct equity audits of programming but also take actionable steps including 
examining how courses and careers are marketed to students and to what extent strategies are in 
place to encourage students to consider coursework and career fields in which they may be 
underrepresented. Linton (2011) provides a useful framework for examining equity at the 
personal, professional, and institutional levels.  
Where the CCRi are concerned, principals must commit themselves to regularly 
examining each indicator’s data disaggregated by race, gender, and economic status, looking for 
patterns in access and outcomes (National Urban League, 2019). Additionally, principals can 
expand their equity focus by considering non-reportable but nonetheless significant subgroups 
such as first generation college attendees. They must then identify the barriers that must be 
removed and not be distracted by equity detours such as deficit thinking or adopting a packaged 




Effective equity efforts do not focus on fixing students of color, but on eliminating racist 
conditions. If we find ourselves, in the name of equity, adopting initiatives meant to 
improve educational outcomes by adjusting mindsets or cultures in students of color, it’s 
time to reconsider our efforts. (p. 61) 
 
Principals, as leaders for learning, will need to ensure that school staff have access to 
professional learning activities that allow them to engage deeply with equity as an ideology, 
moving from a colorblind or deficit thinking mode to an asset-based view of Students of Color 
and other underrepresented groups (Gorski, 2019; Welton & Martinez, 2014).  
Recommendations for Future Research 
 The following recommendations are presented for future research. 
1. Research could be conducted replicating this study but featuring unit district principals. 
 This study focused on principals in Illinois high school districts. Although certain 
findings may be unrelated to district structure, future research could replicate this study but 
expand the participant pool to principals serving in unit districts to examine if and how their 
experiences differ. Given the research on when students began to formulate educational 
aspirations and career interests, exploring how a unit district structure contributes to principal 
leadership for CCR may be impactful. Additionally, according to School Report Card data, 
Illinois unit districts outside of the City of Chicago vary in size from 59 students to 38,764 
students. As noted in Chapters One and Two, the preponderance of the research base focuses on 
large districts; research is rarely validated in smaller settings (Xia et al., 2015). Future research 
could therefore explore principal leadership for CCR in districts of varying sizes and structures. 
2. Research could be conducted featuring a larger, more diverse sample of principals from 
across Illinois, including a variety of district sizes, types, and locations. 
 As discussed in the prior section, one of the limitations of my study was the small sample 




this study represented a variety of professional backgrounds, experiences, and school 
demographics, future research could be conducted on a larger scale, over a longer period of time, 
and/or as a mixed-methods study on principal leadership for CCR. Expanding the sample size 
could allow for more diversity in the principals and the schools they lead. Additionally, 
expanding the data collection time period could allow for a deeper rapport to be developed 
between the interviewer and participants, thereby yielding potentially richer data and deeper 
insights into leadership for CCR. Finally, though limited documentary analysis was incorporated 
into this phenomenological study, a future researcher might choose to incorporate mixed 
methods, perhaps designing a survey that could contribute to a wider picture of Illinois principal 
leadership for CCR under ESSA. 
3. Research could be conducted once the CCR data collection and reporting are 
established, potentially as a multiple case study of schools that are being successful in 
the CCRi. 
 This study is situated in time before the Illinois ESSA CCRi data collection was fully 
implemented. When data is collected and CCRi outcomes begin to impact school ratings, future 
researchers will be able to examine statewide data trends and use them to construct multiple site 
case studies exploring the leadership of principals in schools with high numbers of students 
meeting the requirements of the CCRi. Although identifying behaviors to replicate was not 
necessarily the focus of this study, there is certainly value in understanding and exploring 
principals that are succeeding in leading for equitable CCR. Studying the specific leadership 
behaviors and practices of principals leading schools with measurable and demonstrated CCR 




4. Based on the critical implications for schools during the COVID-19 pandemic, research 
could be conducted to examine how leading for CCR is impacted by various models of 
remote or distance learning.  
Given the newfound importance of blended, remote, and online learning models, future 
research could examine how core aspects leading for CCR during school closures, interruptions 
in services, and other emergency-related realities. For example, CTE, advising, WBL, and access 
to advanced coursework were all impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic and resulting school 
closures. The consequences of these closures and service gaps are not yet known. 
Summary and Conclusion 
 This phenomenological interview study of 13 Illinois high school district principals 
leading for student CCR provides important insights for educators and policymakers alike. This 
study employed sensemaking as policy implementation as well as a focus on mediating 
leadership practices to explore principal perceptions of CCR and leadership. The principal’s role 
in leading for CCR is significant and critical for student success (Cawn et al., 2016; USDE, 
2016a). As policy implementers, principals navigate the intersection between CCR policy and 
local context on a daily basis. To lead for CCR, principals will need to possess a clear and 
coherent vision as well as create the conditions necessary for teachers and other staff to be 
prepared to meet the challenge of educating students for life after high school in the 21st century. 
 The principals in my study view CCR as multidimensional and prioritize key transition 
knowledge and skills. They view CCR as a pathway to postsecondary options and opportunities, 
economic stability, and a good quality of life. Furthermore, the principals were all aware of the 
Illinois ESSA plan and shared examples of how it has or will impact their CCR work. Their 




sensemaking process can influence implementation, as does the degree to which the policy goals 
enmesh with local priorities. The lived experiences of these principals suggest that it is critical 
for school leaders to foster a contemporary view of CCR informed by research, policy, and the 
local economy. 
 In their professional practice, principals view their role as leader, coordinator, and 
manager of expectations, but they are aware that they are situated within a larger system. They 
indicated that parent and community expectations, resources, and context inform their CCR 
work. Principals described various mediating leadership behaviors, including those identified in 
the leadership for learning framework, that contribute to leading for student CCR. Aligning 
academic structures and processes to the CCR vision and goal is essential work for school 
leaders, and the principals in this study described how school, district, and community factors 
influenced their behaviors and activities related to CCR. The areas of CTE and advising were 
perceived as particularly impactful, and school leaders should examine their systems for 
opportunities to integrate existing CTE and advising systems with traditional academic structures 
and processes 
Finally, the principals in this study identified preparing students for life after high school 
as the purpose of high school. They shared their perceptions of the value of postsecondary 
options and authentic experiences for students. Through strategic data use and an equity focus, 
school leaders can ensure that all students, including those from traditionally underserved 
demographic groups, have the opportunity to demonstrate readiness for both college and career. 
As leaders for learning, principals establish a focus on learning and foster professional 
communities that value learning (Copland & Knapp, 2006; Knapp et al., 2003). The 




student learning on the goal of CCR for all students. To do this, school leaders must proactively 
stay informed by research, policy, and the local economy. There is no doubt that this is 
challenging work; however, the lived experiences of the principals in this study show that it is 
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APPENDIX A: EMAIL SOLICITING CANDIDATES 
Dear [Insert Name of Potential Participant], 
My name is Lauren May and I serve as an Assistant Principal at Oak Lawn Community High 
School in Oak Lawn, Illinois and am completing my Doctor of Education degree in Education 
Policy, Organization and Leadership at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. My 
advisor, Dr. Anjalé Welton, is directing my dissertation study.  
 
I am conducting my dissertation research on principal perceptions of college and career readiness 
with a specific emphasis on high school districts in Illinois. The purpose of this study is to 
examine how Illinois principals perceive and act upon policies related to college and career 
readiness. I am contacting you because you may meet the criteria necessary to participate in this 
study. 
  
If you are selected for inclusion in the study, you will participate in one or more initial interviews 
lasting approximately 60-90 minutes total. Follow-up interviews may also be conducted, lasting 
approximately 15-30 minutes. The interviews may be recorded with your permission. 
  
To determine your eligibility for study participation I need to confirm that you meet the 
following criteria: 
● Currently hold the position of principal in a high school district;  
● willing to be interviewed;  
● and comfortable with your perceptions being included in this dissertation study. 
  
If you meet these criteria, and you are interested in participation in this study, please respond via 
email (lmay2@illinois.edu) or phone (708-218-0477). If you express a willingness to participate, 
an informed consent form will be delivered to you by email and we will set up a time for a brief 
10-minute screening interview to be conducted over the phone. The screening interview is 
designed to ensure you met the criteria necessary for participation in this study. High school 
principals participating in the study will receive a $25 gift card to Amazon.com as a token of the 
researcher’s appreciation for their time and input. If you have questions or comments regarding 
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APPENDIX B: TELEPHONE SCREENING INTERVIEW FOR PRINCIPALS 
  
Introduction and Purpose 
Today, I am calling because you have agreed to participate in a qualitative study for my doctoral 
research at the University of Illinois that seeks to investigate principal perceptions of college and 
career readiness.  
As indicated on the informed consent form, I will be taking notes of this screening conversation 
and all personally identifiable information will be removed and replaced by pseudonyms. Should 
you wish to stop the interview at any time, you may do so. 
Future interviews will be scheduled at your convenience during the Fall or Winter of 2019-2020. 
Questions: 
1. Are you currently the principal of an Illinois public high school? 
2. In what city/community is this school located? 
3. How long have you served as principal? 
4. Does your district exclusively serve grades 9-12? 
5. What is your identified race/ethnicity and gender (you do not have to respond to this 
question)? 
6. Do you have any questions about this study? 
This concludes the screening interview. Should you be selected for participation in the study, you 















APPENDIX C: EMAIL NOTIFYING CANDIDATES OF THEIR SELECTION 
 
Dear [Insert Name of Potential Participant], 
 
Thank you for taking the time to speak with me regarding my dissertation research on principal 
perceptions of college and career readiness with a specific emphasis on Illinois high school 
districts.  
 
Based on our screening interview, you have been selected to participate, and I thank you in 
advance for doing so. At your earliest convenience, please let me know when we can meet for an 
interview of 60-90 minutes. For your convenience, the initial interview can be divided into 
shorter time segments and/or conducted using a web conferencing service. 
 
Please respond via email (lmay2@illinois.edu) or phone (708-218-0477). If you have questions 
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Social Behavioral Research Consent Form  
 
 
College and Career Readiness: Principal Perceptions  
and Implications for Leadership in Illinois High School Districts 
 
You are being asked to participate in a voluntary research study. The purpose of this study is to explore how Illinois 
principals perceive and act upon policies related to college and career readiness. Participating in this study will involve 
semi-structured interviews conducted by phone, via web conference, or in person, and your participation will involve 
two or more interviews of 30-45 minutes during the data collection period (November 2019 – January 2020). There are 
no foreseeable risks related to participating in this research beyond those experienced in everyday life; benefits related 
to this research include an opportunity to reflect on your current professional practice.  
 
Principal Investigator Name and Title: Dr. Anjale Welton, professor 
Department and Institution: Education Policy, Organization, and Leadership, University of Illinois 
Contact Information: ajwelton@illinois.edu, 217-333-0084 
Sponsor (if applicable):  
 
Why am I being asked? 
You are being asked to be a participant in a research study about principal perceptions and leadership behaviors related 
to college and career readiness and associated policies in Illinois high school districts. The purpose of this research is to 
explore how Illinois principals perceive and act upon policies related to college and career readiness. You have been 
asked to participate in this research because you are a principal in high school district in the state of Illinois. 
Approximately 10-12 participants will be involved in this research at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. 
 
Your participation in this research is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect your current or 
future dealings with the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. If you decide to participate, you are free to 
withdraw at any time without affecting that relationship. 
 
What procedures are involved? 
After an initial phone screening to confirm eligibility, consent will be obtained by the researcher, and two 30-45 minute 
in-person or web conference interviews will be scheduled. The researcher will use a semi-structured interview protocol 
and will take notes in addition to recording the interview. Following the interview, the recording will be transcribed and 
coded. The interview transcript will also be shared back to the participant as a verification procedure. If needed, the 
researcher may schedule one or more brief follow-up interviews if needed for clarification or elaboration.  
 
This research will be performed at time and place mutually agreeable to you and the researcher. Each interview will last 
30-45 minutes. 
 
What are the potential risks and discomforts? 
No potential risks, beyond that of day-to-day life, are anticipated. This study is an exploration of principal perceptions of 
college and career readiness as a concept and as a policy interest. These topics should not cause discomfort or stress to 
any participant. 
 
Are there benefits to participating in the research? 
There are no direct benefits to participants, but you will have the opportunity to reflect on your professional practice. 











What other options are there? 
You have the option to not participate in this study. 
 
Will my study-related information be kept confidential? 
Faculty, staff, students, and others with permission or authority to see your study information will maintain its 
confidentiality to the extent permitted and required by laws and university policies. The names or personal identifiers of 
participants will not be published or presented. 
 
Will I be reimbursed for any expenses or paid for my participation in this research? 
High school principals participating in the study will receive a $25 gift card to Amazon.com as a token of the researcher’s 
appreciation for their time and input. 
 
Can I withdraw or be removed from the study? 
If you decide to participate, you are free to withdraw your consent and discontinue participation at any time. The 
researchers also have the right to stop your participation in this study without your consent if they believe it is in your 
best interests or you were to object to any future changes that may be made in the study plan. 
 
Will data collected from me be used for any other research? 
Your information will not be used or distributed for future use, even if identifiers are removed.  
 
Who should I contact if I have questions? 
If you have any questions about this study or your part in it, or if you have concerns or complaints about the research, 
please contact: 
Lauren May    Dr. Anjale Welton 
lmay2@illinois.edu   ajwelton@illinois.edu 
708-218-0477    217-333-0084 
 
What are my rights as a research subject? 
If you have any questions about your rights as a participant in this study, please contact the University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign Office for the Protection of Research Subjects at 217-333-2670 or irb@illinois.edu. 
 
I have read the above information. I have been given an opportunity to ask questions and my questions have been 
answered to my satisfaction. I agree to participate in this research. I will be given a copy of this signed and dated form. 
 
           
Signature       Date 
 
      
Printed Name 
 
           
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent    Date (must be same as subject’s) 
 
      
Printed Name of Person Obtaining Consent 
   






APPENDIX E: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL AND QUESTIONS 
 
COLLEGE AND CAREER READINESS: PRINCIPAL PERCEPTIONS AND 
IMPLICATIONS FOR LEADERSHIP IN ILLINOIS HIGH SCHOOL DISTRICTS 
 
Semi-structured Interview Questions for Principals 
 
Research Questions 
1) How do principals in high school districts make sense of the definition of CCR present 
in the Illinois ESSA plan, and how do their beliefs and experiences inform their 
leadership practice, if at all? 
2) What do high school principals in Illinois districts value about CCR, and what factors 
influence those beliefs?  
3) What conditions influence the behaviors and activities of principals in Illinois high 
school districts related to leadership for CCR?  
 
Introduction and Purpose 
Today, we are meeting because you have agreed to participate in a study that seeks to advance 
our understanding how principals in high school districts make sense of college and career 
readiness, specifically given the definition of college and career ready students provided by the 
Illinois ESSA plan. As indicated on the informed consent form, I will be recording this 
interview. All personally identifiable information will be removed and replaced by pseudonyms. 
Should you wish to stop the interview at any time, you may do so. 
● Confirm interview end time and any possible conflicts. 
● Review and sign consent form. 
● Ask for permission to turn on the recording device and remind participant it can be turned 
off at any time if the wish to exclude their comments. 
  
I will start by asking you some questions about yourself and your background. 
● How long have you served as principal of this school?  
● Describe your professional background. Have you always been an educator? 
● Please describe your school-community.  
● What is unique or interesting about leading this school? 
 
I will now ask you about your perceptions of college and career readiness. 
● Please define readiness for college and career. In your view, is readiness for college and 
readiness for career the same or different?  
○ Possible follow-up: When you think about one of your graduates, what do you 
picture in your mind? 
● What factors have informed your understanding of college and career readiness? (prompt 
on past experiences, Superintendent/BOE, policy, community expectations) 
● What are some of the efforts, activities, or initiatives that this school has utilized relative 
to college and career readiness? 
○ Possible follow-up: Tell me a story about [one of those efforts]. 






In this next section, I will ask you about the leadership behaviors you engage in regarding CCR. 
● What are your goals related to college and career readiness for students? To what extent 
do you feel your students are realizing college and career readiness? How do you 
measure success? What data do you use? 
● When leading for college and career readiness, how do you advance equity at your 
school? What programs or interventions are in place to address gaps and ensure equitable 
access and outcomes? 
● Research has shown that students benefit from a CCR focus in elementary and middle 
school. How do you navigate CCR with your sender districts?  
● What role have other administrators, teacher leaders, counselors, or community partners 
played in the school’s college and career readiness programs? Please share examples of 
other formal or informal leaders. 
● What types of professional development have been provided to school staff related to 
college and career readiness? How else do you build the capacity of your staff members 
to meet the challenges of student CCR? 
● Think for a moment about the structures, processes, and procedures your school employs 
to help students become college and career ready. What are some of the most important 
aspects of the school that help students become CCR?  
● How do you communicate with various stakeholders about college and career readiness? 
Staff? Students? Parents? Community partners? Postsecondary institutions? 
○ Possible follow-up: In conversations with [students/parents/others] about CCR, 
what do you talk about? 
 
Next I will ask you about your perceptions of the Illinois ESSA Plan and its definition of CCR. 
● The Illinois ESSA plan has introduced a series of indicators for measuring college and 
career readiness. How, if at all, has this development influenced your perception of 
college and career readiness?  
● I will now provide you with a handout that summarizes the indicators as published by 
ISBE. 
○ How well do these indicators capture CCR as you see it? 
○ Which ones do you feel are available to all students at your high school? 
○ How might the Illinois ESSA plan and these indicators influence future activities 
at this school? 
● What are some challenges with respect to ensuring college and career readiness under 
ESSA? How do these challenges impact your work, and how do you plan to address 
them? 
● For Illinois high schools, the measurement of these indicators is calculated for your 
graduating class in the aggregate and weighted at 6.25% of the school’s total rating on the 
School Report Card. What are your thoughts about this? 
  
Finally, we will conclude our interview with a few wrap-up questions. 
● Is there any additional information you would like to share that I haven’t asked about, but 
you feel would be important for me to collect for this study?  
● Is there any written documentation you wish to share? Are there areas on the school 




● This research focuses specifically on the principal. In future research, are there other 
individuals in school/district or within the larger community that you feel it would be 
important for me to speak with regarding college and career readiness? 
 
Thank you for your participation. I value your time and appreciate you using some it to assist in 
my research. I may be contacting for follow-up questions later. In the coming weeks I will 
transcribe our conversation and return the transcript to you. At that time you can confirm your 










APPENDIX F: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL SUPPLEMENT: CCRI HANDOUT 
  
 







Illinois’ Support and Accountability System 
College and Career Readiness Indicator (CCRI) 
Adopted April 18, 2018 
 
Illinois’ accountability system includes a College and Career Readiness Indicator as one of multiple 
measures of how well a high school serves its students. Illinois has the goal of 90 percent or more of 
students graduating from high school ready for college and career by 2032. 
 
Educators, families, and communities need more than a single test score to understand students’ 
readiness for what they choose to do next after high school. The CCRI recognizes the range of 
experiences a student can undergo to prepare for college and career. Students can demonstrate the 
knowledge, skills, and adaptive competencies necessary for success by earning the indicator’s 
Distinguished Scholar or College and Career Ready distinctions. The percentage of a school’s students 
that graduate meeting the requirements for either pathway accounts for 6.25 percent of a high school’s 
total accountability score. The College and Career Ready pathway will include the diploma endorsement 
opportunities that will become available through the Postsecondary and Workforce Readiness Act. 
 
The Illinois State Board of Education (ISBE) developed the indicator with input from business leaders, 
teachers, school and district administrators, representatives from higher education, and other 
advocates. 
 
ISBE will begin collecting data for the CCRI in the 2018-19 school year. ISBE and the Technical Advisory 
Committee will study the data for at least three years to determine its validity and reliability. Schools 
will receive full credit for the indicator, meaning the indicator will not factor into schools’ support and 
accountability designations, until 2020-21.  
 






1. GPA: 3.75/4.0 
2. ACT Composite Score: 30 or SAT Composite Score: 1400 
3. At least one academic indicator in each English language arts (ELA) and mathematics during 
junior/senior year (Algebra II at any time) 
4. Three career ready indicators during junior/senior year  
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College and Career Ready 
1. GPA: 2.8/4.0 
2. 95% attendance in high school junior and senior year 
3. EITHER  
(A) College and Career Pathway Endorsement under Postsecondary and Workforce 
Readiness Act; OR 
(B) All of the following: 
x One academic indicator in each of ELA and math during junior/senior year (or 
Algebra II at any time) 
x Identify a career area of interest by the end of the sophomore year 




x ELA Advanced Placement (AP) Exam 
(Score of 3 or Higher) 
x ELA AP Course (Grade of A, B, or C) 
x Dual Credit English Course (Grade of A, B, 
or C) 
x International Baccalaureate (IB) ELA 
Course (Grade of A, B, or C) 
x IB Exam (Score of 4 or Higher) 
x Transitional English (Grade of A, B, or C) 
x Minimum ACT Subject Scores of English: 
18 and Reading: 22 
x Minimum SAT Subject Score of Evidence-
Based Reading and Writing: 540 
x Math AP Exam (Score of 3 or Higher) 
x Math AP Course (Grade of A, B, or C) 
x Dual Credit Math Course (Grade of A, B, 
or C) 
x IB Math Course (Grade of A, B, or C) 
x IB Exam (Score of 4 or Higher) 
x Transitional Math (Grade of A, B, or C) 
x Algebra II (Grade of A, B, or C) 
x Minimum ACT Subject Score of Math: 22 
and Math Course in Senior Year 
x Minimum SAT Subject Score of Math: 540 
and Math Course in Senior Year 
 
Career Ready Indicators  
x Career Development Experience  
x Industry Credential 
x Military Service or an ASVAB Score of 31 or Higher 
x Dual Credit Career Pathway Course (College Credit Earned) 
x Completion of a Program of Study 
x Attaining and Maintaining Consistent Employment for a Minimum of 12 Months 
x Consecutive Summer Employment 
x 25 Hours of Community Service 




Learn more at www.isbe.net/essa.  
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